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‘In prison you see only the/moves 
of the enemy. Prison is the hardest 
place to fight a battle 
Ruth First (in 1965) 


117 Days is Ruth First’s personal account of her 

detention by the South African Special] Branch 

under the iniquitous ‘90-day law’ of 1963. 

was no warrant, no charge, no trial andjno time 
limit — only suspicion. Ruth First was a member of 
both the African National Congress and the South 
African communist party, and this sparsely written 
and unique record tells of her experiencesjof solitary 


by humorous portraits of governors, 
wardresses and interrogators, seen ak 
tools of the police state. 


‘Ruth First, who was killed by a letter 
Maputo, was an incisive writer, a practical 
academic and a creative revolutionary at the 
heart of the liberation struggle in South Africa’ 


The Times 
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Ruth First (1925-1982) was brought up in Kensington, 
Johannesburg. She attended Jeppe Girls’ High School and in 
1946 was awarded her bachelors degree in Social Sciences at 
the University of the Witwatersrand. From 1947 she was the 
local representative of the Cape Town-based The Guardian, in 
1953 becoming one of the founders of the Congress of 
Democrats. In 1949 she married Joe Slovo. After the 1960 
Sharpeville State of Emergency both were ‘listed’ and became 
banned persons. 

First was arrested under the go-Day Detention clause in 
1963. She escaped from South Africa in March, 1964. She 
edited the collection of Nelson Mandela’s articles and speeches 
known as No Easy Walk to Freedom (1973), as well as several 
other factual works. In 1980 she co-authored a biography of 
Olive Schreiner. By 1982 she was a director of research at the 
Centre for African Studies at Eduardo Mondlane University in 
Maputo, Mozambique. On 17 August she was killed by a letter 
bomb addressed to her by the South African security police. 


Human Rights Day, ro December 1952, Alexandra Township mass 
meeting. On the platform: Yusuf Cachalia of the SA Indian Congress, 
Walter Sisulu, Ruth First, Albertina Sisulu. 

(Eli Weinberg, Portrait of a People, Mayibuye Centre) 
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INTRODUCTION 


In 1975, when Ruth was in exile in London, Nelson Mandela 
was sent a photograph of her. ‘The eye was immediately caught 
by a woman in coat and slacks,’ he wrote to her from his prison 
cell on Robben Island, ‘resembling a face once familiar . . . 
bespectacled and hawk-nosed and with a sheaf of papers as 
usual, she sat almost flat on the floor and even looked humble 
and soft and nearest to me than she had ever been before. 
Seeing that picture after so long evoked pleasant memories and 
made me forget about her flashes of temper, impatience and 
barbed tongue. Does that ring a bell” 

The stern accuracy of Ruth’s critical tongue, and the light- 
ning speed by which she reached conclusions were her hall- 
marks; admired and feared in almost equal measure. As one of 
her jailers appreciatively remarked, she was a fighter. And while 
the staying power of Mandela’s African National Congress was 
testimony to its ability to unite different interest groups and to 
maintain consensus, Ruth would stick determinedly to her own 
viewpoint. 
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She was the daughter of two confirmed, and conformist mem- 
bers of the Communist Party, of which she, too, was a lifelong 
member. She was married to Joe Slovo who rose through the party 
ranks to became General Secretary. Yet she continued to resist 
orthodoxy. From the moment when, aged seventeen, she made her 
first public speech on the Johannesburg city hall steps, she 
remained disciplined and faithful to the beliefs for which she was 
eventually killed. Despite this, she would far rather be involved in 
rigorous, independent enquiry than in towing any particular line. 
Hence the temper; the impatience; the barbed tongue. 

And yet, there is another side of Ruth. She was the revolu- 
tionary who, instead of confining a funeral oration to a 
description of a comrade’s dedication, might also praise her for 
fabulous taste in hats. Or the woman who, on being hauled out 
of bed and taken to prison for the start of the 1956 Treason 


Trial, would persuade the police to wait while she carefully 


packed her perfume and her lingerie. And the woman, as well, 
who, critical as she might have been of other people’s failings, 
was always most unforgiving of her own. 

It is this woman, in all her vulnerability, who emerges from 
Ruth’s account of her 117 days of solitary incarceration. From 
the start when she was snatched from a library and driven home 
to witness the discovery of a single copy of a banned magazine 
for which she worked, she convicts herself of carelessness. The 
battle she fights in jail is not only a battle of wits against the 
men who would play any trick to get her to betray herself or her 
comrades, but against her own frailty. 

As a journalist, and before a succession of banning orders 
prevented her from pursuing her profession, Ruth had been in 
the forefront of exposing the conditions of South Africa’s black 
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population forced to live in an apartheid hell. She had never 
wanted to write about herself or her own experiences. lt was 
because her great friend, the editor Ronald Segal, convinced her 
that the world needed to know what was happening in South 
Africa that she set down this account of her incarceration. 

She writes unflinchingly of the humiliation of being locked 
away, caught peering in desperation through her own peephole, 
about the slow winding of the days, and about the effects of the 
loneliness and sensory deprivation that eventually drove her to 
the brink. Never anything other than honest, she highlights 
the arrogance that led her to think she could have power over 
her jailers, and the weakness which meant she valued the good 
opinion of her comrades above her own life. She describes how, 
after the cruelty of her release and immediate re-arrest, the 
hunger strike she embarked on destroyed her. ‘If only I had not 
believed,’ she writes, ‘that I would always have the strength to 
do whatever I wanted and that emotional shock was something 
separate from the subordinate to my reason.’ 

The book is not without its flashes of humour. Even at her 
most desolate, she uses her sharp wit to describe the way her 
beloved copy of Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma was fated 
to join the contraband marijuana in the police storeroom, or of 
taking her restricted period of exercise under a washing line full 
of the undergarments of the ruling Nationalist Party Cabinet, 
or sitting on her bed as, in line with apartheid’s rigidities, black 
prisoners cleaned the cell allocated to this white missus. But for 
the most part, her book is a serious testimony to the distance 
apartheid South Africa was prepared to travel in order to stop 
a woman like Ruth who, in her words, had chosen to keep her 
conscience clean in a society riddled with guilts. 
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She knew the danger she was in. This was 1963, the period 
immediately following the arrest of the ANC leaders who 
had been hiding in the Lilislief farm in Rivonia. They, along 
with Nelson Mandela who was already incarcerated, were 
eventually to stand trial for their lives. Ruth knew that she 
might well end up in the dock with them. She had been a fre- 
quent visitor to Rivonia and had known of the plans for 
sabotage that were used as evidence in court. What she didn’t 
know is how many of her actions had been uncovered by her 
interrogators. She describes the cat-and-mouse game as she 
tries to say nothing while attempting to discover the extent 
of their information. In the process she is unfailingly honest 
in her description of the way solitary confinement is used to 
wear her down. 

One of the ways in which the go-day detention law broke its 
prisoners was that it was not time limited. On release, a prisoner 
could be immediately re-arrested: this could happen again and 
again, as the then Minister of Justice B. J. Vorster said, ‘until 
this side of eternity.’ The moment when this happened to Ruth, 
when she was pulled from a phone box where she was about to 
call her mother and tell her that she had been freed, nearly 
destroyed her. Her account of her descent into despair is told 
without a hint of self-consciousness or self-pity. 

After 117 days, they finally did let her go. They did not 
charge her — perhaps they did not want a white woman stand- 
ing such public trial. Banned from working as a journalist and 
from seeing any other banned person, which included almost 
her entire professional and friendship group, and with Joe out of 
the country and unable to return, Ruth had no choice. 
Reluctantly (she felt strongly the guilt of her desertion) she 
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packed up, travelling on an exit permit with her three daugh- 
ters to England — there to start a new life. 

Joe began to work full time for the ANC and so it fell to Ruth 
to be the primary breadwinner, main parent of three adolescent 
girls as well a high-profile campaigner against apartheid. In 117 
Days she describes how in jail she found she could not think or 
compose her thoughts systematically without the aid of pencil 
and paper: once in London, our house in Camden Town rever- 
berated to the sound of her fast drumming on the keyboard of 
her Olivetti portable. Her method of pinning scraps of typed 
sentences or paragraphs together to build a whole made her 
works in progress both unique and unforgettable. She was pas- 
sionately involved, not only in South African politics, but in the 
study of the whole of Africa. She wrote books as diverse as a 
groundbreaking study of coups in the continent she loved, and 
a biography of Olive Schreiner. The difficulties in her career 
that she encountered through her affiliation to the Communist 
Party were offset by her excitement at the intellectual ferment of 
the New Left in London in the 1960s — an involvement that, in 
her passionate but combatative relationship with Joe, often led 
to furious political disagreement. 

She carved a life and a place for herself in London, and in 
Durham where she went to teach at the university. But as soon 
as she could, as soon as we, her daughters, were grown up, she 
took her place as director of the Centre of African Studies in 
newly independent Mozambique. 

Mozambique changed Ruth. That strict control she writes 
about in 117 Days began to diminish. She even gave up her life- 


long habit of constraining her curly hair, letting it frizz out like 
a halo. And though she continued to wear her trademark dark 
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glasses, they seemed more a preventive against the sun’s glare 
than a screen behind which she could hide her thoughts. After 
her long years of English exile, she had come home, able to 


combine those two roles — the activist and the theorist — to help 
bring about the social change to which she had dedicated her 
life. If she still wore her much-adored, high-heeled Italian shoes 
(‘our lady’, was how many of her students remembered her), she 
could also be found wielding them in the dead of night, killing 
the cockroaches that had infested the kitchen. 

Yet, no matter how much she liked Mozambique, she was 
still in exile. She could walk the beach at Ponto D’Oro and see 
where South Africa began — but she could not go home. 

She was never allowed to. On August 17, 1982, the premo- 
nition that lies at the end of this book — that they would come 
again — was proved true. They came, not in person, but in the 
form of a letter bomb that, detonating when she opened it, 
killed her. 

In one murderous act they had deprived her of her chance to 
see apartheid fall and to use that sharp tongue of hers to 
demand that what came after should be better. And yet, in her 
resolve to create a politics that combined the intellect and the 
heart, reason and conviction, and in other ways — the highway 
outside of Durban, and the lectures and scholarship in her 
name — her example and her memory remain embedded in the 
history of the country that she loved. This book, in all its hon- 
esty and style, remains a testament to this brave and original 
woman. 


Gillian Slovo, 2010 
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COMMENT 


M: STRIJDOM'S London. plea” for 
visitors to South- Atrica—*'South 
Africa is not a Police. state? Heft one 
vital thing unsaid. Tourists whò come 
here must be prepared to rough. it. They 
must not expect to be hurled from their 
beds at midnight and asked for their 
passes; mor can they hope to be tossed 
in a pick-up van for failure to. produce 


a tax receipt. They will not be trans- 


potted to a farm prison if they fail to 
find employment in’ the city, and: their 
hair. will not be given. the comb test 
to determine their racial origin. Their 
komes will not be raided by the “Specia! 
Branch”, their books confiscated, their 
photographs taken -for some ‘secret 
dossier, 

Their telephones will not be tapped; nor 
their gatherings with. their friends pro- 
hibited. : 

They. will not be hauled out of their 
jobs; -or confined forever. within. the 
limits: of a single town because of their 
political convictions. Their passports 
will not be cancelled, : They will not be 
arrested: for sleeping in the same room 
as their. wives, nor prohibited from buy- 
ing intoxicating’ liquor. Sete 

Clearly, these things are not for 
foreigners. They are the simple liberties 
and luxuries of South African life which 
are. provided. by the Strijdom govern- 

..ment at great cost to the people, and 
forthe benefit only of the South African 
people. These are things we refuse to 
share. with foreigners and tourists, in 
_the circumstances, therefore, we can 
took: forward with: confidence to a boom 
‘inv the tourist. traffic. South Africa, as 
Mr. Strijdom says, is not a police state! 
But—-as. the monkey said to the keeper 
that depends on which side of the: bars 
you are. i g 


A sample of Ruth First’s journalism of July, 1956 


1 
THE CELL 


For the first fifty-six days of my detention in solitary I changed 
from a mainly vertical to a mainly horizontal creature. A 
black iron bedstead became my world. It was too cold to sit, so 
I lay extended on the bed, trying to measure the hours, the 
days and the weeks, yet pretending to myself that I was not. 
The mattress was lumpy; the grey prison blankets were heavy 
as tarpaulins and smelt of mouldy potatoes. I learned to ignore 
the smell and to wriggle round the bumps in the mattress. 
Seen from the door the cell had been catacomb-like, claus- 
trophobic. Concrete-cold. Without the naked electric bulb 
burning, a single yellow eye, in the centre of the ceiling, the 
cell would have been totally black; the bulb illuminated the 
grey dirt on the walls which were painted black two-thirds of 
the way up. The remaining third of the cell wall had been 
white once; the dust was a dirty film over the original surface. 
The window, high in the wall above the head of the bedstead, 
triple thick — barred again and meshed — with sticky black 
soot on top of all three protective layers, was a closing, not an 
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opening. Three paces from the door and I was already at the 
bed. 

Left in that cell long enough, I feared to become one of those 
colourless insects that slither under a world of flat, grey stones, 
away from the sky and the sunlight, the grass and people. On 
the iron bedstead it was like being closed inside a matchbox. A 
tight fit, lying on my bed, I felt I should keep my arms straight 
at my sides in cramped, stretched-straight orderliness. Yet the 
bed was my privacy, my retreat, and could be my secret life. On 
the bed I felt in control of the cell. I did not need to survey it; 
I could ignore it, and concentrate on making myself comfort- 
able. I would sleep, as long as I liked, without fear of 
interruption. I would think, without diversion. I would wait to 
see what happened, from the comfort of my bed. 

Yet, not an hour after I was lodged in the cell, I found myself 
forced to do what storybook prisoners do: pace the length and 
breadth of the cell. Or tried, for there was not room enough to 
pace. The bed took up almost the entire length of the cell, and 
in the space remaining between it and the wall was a small pro- 
truding shelf. I could not walk round the cell, I could not even 


cross it. To measure its eight feet by six, I had to walk the length 
alongside the bed and the shelf, and then, holding my shoe in 
my hand, crawl under the bed to measure out the breadth. It 


seemed important to be accurate. Someone might ask me one 
day — when? — the size of my cell. The measuring done, I 
retreated to the bed. There were four main positions to take up: 
back, stomach, either side, and then variations, with legs 
stretched out or curled up. In a long night a shift in position 
had to be as adventurous as a walk. When my knees were curled 
up they lay level with a pin-scratched scrawl on the wall: ‘I am 
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here for murdering my baby. I’m 14 years.’ The wardresses told me 
they remembered that girl. They were vague about the authors 
of the other wall scribbles. ‘Magda Loves Vincent for Ever’ 
appeared several times in devotedly persistent proclamation. 
Others conveyed the same sentiment but with lewd words and 
too-graphic illustrations, and in between the obscenities on the 
wall crawled the hearts and cupid’s arrows. The women prison- 
ers of the Sharpeville Emergency had left their mark in the 
‘Mayibuye i’ Afrika’ [Let Africa Come Back] slogan still faintly 
visible. It was better not to look at the concrete walls, but even 
when I closed my eyes and sank deeper into the warmth of the 
bed, there were other reminders of the cell. The doors through- 
out the police station were heavy steel. They clanged as they 
were dragged to, and the reverberation hammered through my 
neck and shoulders, so that in my neck fibres I felt the echo 
down the passage, up the stairs, round the rest of the double- 
storey police station. The doors had no inside handles and these 
clanging doors without handles became, more than the barred 
window, more than the concrete cell walls, the humiliating 
reminder of incarceration, like the straitjacket must be in his 
lucid moments to the violent inmate of an asylum. 

Six hours before my first view of the cell, I had come out of 
the main reading room of the University library. The project 
that week was how to choose atlases in stocking a library, and in 
my hand was a sheaf of new scribbled notes: 


Pre-1961 atlases almost as obsolete for practical usage as a 
1920 road map — evaluate frequency and thoroughness of 
revision, examine speciality maps, eg distribution of 
resources and population — look for detail plus legibility — 


3 


117 DAYS 


check consistency of scale in maps of different areas 
indexes — explanations of technical and cartographic 
terms, etc, etc. 


The librarianship course was an attempt to train for a new pro- 


fession. My newest set of bans prohibited me from writing, from 
compiling any material for publication, from entering newspaper 
premises. Fifteen years of journalism had come to an end. I had 
worked for five publications and each had, in turn, been banned 
or driven out of existence by the Nationalist Government. 
There was no paper left in South Africa that would employ me, 
or could, without itself being an accomplice in the contraven- 
tion of ministerial orders. So I had turned from interviewing 
ejected farm squatters, probing labour conditions and wages on 
gold mines, reporting strikes and political campaigns, to learning 
reference methods, cataloguing and classification of books, and 
I was finding the shelves poor substitutes for the people and the 
pace that had made up our newspaper life. 


The two stiff men walked up. 
‘We are from the police.’ 
‘Yes, I know.’ 
‘Come with us, please. Colonel Klindt wants to see you.’ 
‘Am I under arrest?” 
‘Yes.’ 
‘What law?’ 
‘Ninety Days,’ they said. 


Somehow, in the library as I packed up the reference books on 
my table, I managed to slip out of my handbag and under a pile 
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of lecture notes the note delivered to me from D that morning. 
It had suggested a new meeting place where we could talk. The 
place was ‘clean’ and unknown, D had written. He would be 
there for a few days. 

The two detectives ranged themselves on either side of me 
and we walked out of the University grounds. An Indian stu- 
dent looked at the escort and shouted: ‘Is it all right? 1 shook 
my head vigorously and he made a dash in the direction of a 
public telephone booth: there might be time to catch the late 
afternoon edition of the newspaper, and Ninety-Day detentions 
were ‘news’. 

The raid on our house lasted some hours. It was worse than 
the others, of previous years. Some had been mere formalities, 
incidents in the general police drive against ‘agitators’; at the 
end of the 1956 raid, frightening and widespread as it was, there 
had been the prospect of a trial, albeit for treason. I tried to put 
firmly out of my mind the faces of the children as I was driven 
away. Shawn had fled into the garden so that I would not see 
her cry. Squashed on the front seat beside two burly detectives, 
with three others of rugby build on the back seat, I determined 
to show nothing of my apprehension at the prospect of solitary 
confinement. And yet I lashed myself for my carelessness. 
Under a pile of the New Statesman had been a single, forgotten 
copy of Fighting Talk, overlooked in the last clean-up in our 
house of banned publications. Possession of Fighting Talk, which 
I had edited for nine years, was punishable by imprisonment for 
a minimum of one year. Immediately, indefinite confinement 
for interrogation was what I had to grapple with. I was going 
into isolation to face a police probe, knowing that even if I held 
out and they could pin no charge on me, I had convicted myself 
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by carelessness in not clearing my house of illegal literature: this 
thought became a dragging leaden guilt from then on. 

The five police roughs joked in Afrikaans on the ride that 
led to Marshall Square Police Station. Only once did they 
direct themselves to me: ‘We know lots,’ one said. ‘We know 
everything. You have only yourself to blame for this. We 
know...’ 

It was about six in the afternoon when we reached the police 
station. The largest of my escorts carried my suitcase into the 
‘Europeans Only’ entrance. As he reached the charge office 
doorway he looked upwards. ‘Bye-bye, blue sky,’ he said, and 
chuckled at his joke. 

‘Ninety days,’ this Security Branch man told the policemen 
behind the counter. 

‘Skud haar, [Give her a good shake-up] the policeman in 
charge told the wardress. 

When we came back from her office to the charge office, all 
three looked scornfully at my suitcase. ‘You can’t take this, or 
that, or this,’ and the clothing was piled on the counter in a 


prohibited heap. A set of sheets was allowed in, a small pillow, 


a towel, a pair of pyjamas, and a dressing gown. ‘Not the belt!’ 
the policeman barked at the dressing gown. And the belt was 
hauled out from the loops. ‘No plastic bags.’ He pounced on the 
cotton wool and sprawled it on the counter like the innards of 
some hygienic giant caterpillar. No pencil. No necklace. No 
nail scissors. No book. The Charterhouse of Parma joined bottles 
of contraband brandy and dagga in the police storeroom. 

I had been in the women’s cells of Marshall Square once 
before, at the start of the 1956 Treason Trial, but the geography 
of the station was still bewildering. The corridors and courtyards 
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we passed through were deserted. The murky passage led into a 
murkier cell. The cell door banged shut, and two more after it. 
There was only the bed to move towards. 


What did They know? Had someone talked? Would their ques- 
tions give me any clue? How could I parry the interrogation 
sessions to find out what I wanted to know, without giving them 
the impression that I was resolutely determined to tell them 
nothing? If I was truculent and delivered a flat refusal to talk to 
them at the very first session, they would try no questions at all, 
and I would glean nothing of the nature of their inquiry. I had 
to find a way not to answer questions, but without saying 
explicitly to my interrogators, ‘I won’t tell you anything’. 
Calm but sleepless, I lay for hours on the bed, moving my 
spine and my legs round the bumps on the mattress, and trying 
to plan for my first interrogation session. Would I be able to tell 
from the first questions whether they knew I had been at 
Rivonia?* Had I been taken in on general suspicion of having 
been too long in the Congress movement, on freedom newspa- 
pers, mixing with Mandela and Sisulu, Kathrada and Govan 
Mbeki, who had been arrested at Rivonia, not to know some- 
thing? Was it that the Security Branch was beside itself with 
rage that Joe had left the country — by coincidence one month 
before the fateful raid on Rivonia? Was I expected to throw 
*One month before my arrest, in July 1963, Security Police arrested Nelson 
Mandela and other political leaders in a raid on a house in the Johannesburg 
suburb of Rivonia. That house was used as the underground headquarters of 
the freedom struggle headed by the African National Congress. In what sub- 
sequently became known as the Rivonia Trial, Mandela and his associates 


were sentenced to terms of life imprisonment for directing sabotage and plan- 
ning the armed overthrow of the South African Government. 
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light on why Joe had gone, on where he had gone? Had I been 
tailed to an illegal meeting? Had the police tumbled on docu- 
ments typed on my typewriter, in a place where other revealing 
material had been found? 

Or was I being held by the Security Branch not for inter- 
rogation at all, but because police investigations had led to me 
and I was being held in preparation for prosecution and to 
prevent me from getting away before the police were ready to 
swoop with a charge? At the first interrogation session, | 
decided I would insist on saying nothing until I knew whether 
a charge was to be preferred against me. If I were asked 
whether I was willing to answer questions, I would say that | 
could not possibly know until I was given a warning about any 
impending prosecution. The Ninety-Day Law could be all 
things to all police. It could be used to extort confessions from 
a prisoner, and even if the confession could not — at the state 
of the law then — be used in court, it would be reassurance to 
the Security Branch that its suspicions were confirmed, and a 
signal to proceed with a charge. My knowledge of the law was 
hazy, culled from years as a lawyer’s wife only, and from my 
own experience of the police as a political organizer and jour- 
nalist. Persons under arrest were entitled to the help of a 
lawyer in facing police questioning. If they would permit me 
no legal aid, I would tell them, whenever they came, that I 
would have to do the best I could helping myself. So I could 
not possibly answer any questions till I knew if the police were 
in the process of collecting evidence against me. Nor, for that 
matter, I decided to tell them, would I say that I would not 
answer questions. After all, how did I know that, until I knew 
what the questions were. If they would tell me the questions | 
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would be in a better position to know what I would do. This 
cat and mouse game could go on for a limited period, I knew, 
but it was worth playing until I found out how the interroga- 
tion sessions were conducted, and whether there was any 
possibility that I might learn something of the state of police 
information. If they tired of the game, or saw through it — and 
this should not be difficult — I had lost nothing. Time was on 
their side anyway. If they showed their hand and revealed by 
intention or accident what they knew about my activities, I 
would have told them nothing, and I would be doubly warned 
to admit nothing. If fairly soon I was to be taken to court I 
would consider then, with the help of a lawyer, I hoped, the 
weight of the evidence against me. There was just a chance 
they might let slip some information, and even a chance — 
though it seemed remote the first night in the cell — that I 
might be able to pass it on to the Outside, to warn those still 
free. 

As I dropped off to sleep the remembrance of that neatly 
folded but illegal copy of Fighting Talk rose again. If the best 
happened I would be released because there was no evidence 
against me ... and I would have withstood the pressure to 
answer questions . . . but I would be brought to court and taken 
into prison for having one copy of a magazine behind the 
bottom shelf of a bookcase. How untidy! It would not make 
impressive reading in a news report. 


I slept only to wake again. My ears knocked with the noise of a 


police station in operation. The cell was abandoned in isola- 


tion, yet suspended in a cacophony of noise. I lay in the midst 
of clamour but could see nothing. Accelerators raced, exhaust 
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pipes roared, car doors banged, there were clipped shouted com- 
mands of authority. And the silence only of prisoners in 
intimidated subservience. It was Friday night, police-raid night. 
Pickup vans and kwela-kwelas,* policemen in uniform, detec- 
tives in plain clothes were combing locations and hostels, 
backyards and shebeens to clean the city of ‘crime’, and the 
doors of Marshall Square stood wide open to receive the haul of 
the dragnet. 

Suddenly the noise came from the other side of the bed. 
Doors leading to other doors were opened, then one only feet 
away from mine, and I had for a neighbour, across the corridor, 
an unseen, disembodied creature who swore like a crow with 
delirium tremens. 

‘Water, water. Ek wil water kry. For the love of God, give me 
water.’ 

A violent retching, more shrieks for water, water. I caught 
the alcoholic parch and longed for water. 

Twice again I was jerked awake by the rattle of doors to find 
the wardress standing in my doorway. She was on inspection, 
doing a routine count of the prisoners. ‘Don’t you ever sleep?’ 
she asked. 

Suddenly the door rattled open and a new wardress stared in. 
A tin dish appeared, on it a hard-boiled egg, two doorsteps of 
bread, and coffee in a jam-tin mug. Minutes later the crow was 
retreating down the passage. The wardress led me out of my 
cell, past a second solitary one, into the large dormitory cell 
which was divided by a half-wall from a cold water basin and 


*The African name for pick-up vans. ‘Kwela’ means ‘jump’, and this is the 
instruction that police shout at arrested Africans. 
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lavatory without a seat. I washed in cold water and half a 
bucket of hot, put on my pyjamas and dressing gown, was led 
out again into my little cell, and climbed back into bed. My first 
day in the police station had begun. 


I felt ill-equipped, tearful. I had no clothes. No daily dose of 
gland tablets (for a thyroid deficiency). My confiscated red suit- 
case, carefully packed from the accumulated experience of so 
many of us who had been arrested before, was the only thing, 
apart from me, that belonged at home, and in the suitcase were 
the comforts that could help me dismiss police station unifor- 
mity and squalor. I sat cross-legged on the bed, huddled against 
the cold, hangdog sorry for myself. 

The door clanged open and a lopsided gnome-like man said 
he was the Station Commandant. ‘Any complaints? he asked. 
This was the formula of the daily inspection rounds. I took the 
invitation. I objected to being locked up without charge, 
without trial, in solitary. The Commandant made it clear by 
his wooden silence that I was talking to the wrong man. The 
catalogue of complaints was for the record, I had decided. I 
would allow no prison or police official to get the impression 
that I accepted my detention. But the end of the recital that 
first morning tailed off on a plaintive note ... ‘and I’ve got 
none of my things ... I want my suitcase, my clothes, my 
medicine...’ 

‘Where’s her suitcase?” the Commandant demanded of the 
wardress, who passed the query on to the cell warder. 

‘Bring it. All of it. Every single thing.’ 

The cell warder went off at the double. Red suitcase 


appeared in the doorway, tied up with pink tape. The Station 


II 


117 DAYS 


Commandant started to finger through it, then recoiled when 
he touched the underwear. 

‘She can have the lot!’ he said. 

The wardress, peering over his sloped left shoulder at the 
cosmetics, said shrilly: ‘She can’t have bottles ... The bot- 
tles . . . we can’t have bottles in the cells.’ 

The Commandant rounded on her. One person would make 
the decisions, he told her. He had decided. 

The cell warder retrieved the pink tape and the suitcase 
stayed behind in the cell. Nestling in it were an eyebrow 
tweezer, a hand mirror, a needle and cotton, my wristwatch, all 
prohibited articles. And glass bottles, whose presence made the 
wardresses more nervous than any other imagined contraven- 
tion of the regulations, for it was a strict rule that nothing of 
glass should be allowed in the cells. I was later to find out why. 

Throughout my stay in Marshall Square my suitcase was the 
difference between me and the casual prisoners. I lived in the 
cells; they were in transit. I had equipment, reserves. Their lip- 
sticks were taken from them, and their combs, to be restored 
only when they were fetched to appear before a magistrate in 
court. The casuals were booked in from the police van in the 
clothes they had worn when arrested, and if they wanted a 
clean blouse they had to plead with the wardress to get the cell 
warder to telephone a relative. I could go to my suitcase. I had 
supplies. I was a long-termer in the cells. 


There was a curious comfort about the first day. I had won my 
battle for the suitcase. I had made up my mind how I would try 
handling the Security Branch. Aloneness and idleness would be 
an unutterably prolonged bore, but it was early to worry about 
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that, and for as long as I could, I would draw satisfaction from 
the time I had, at last, to think! Uninterruptedly, undistracted 
by the commands of daily living and working. The wardress on 
the afternoon shift seemed surprised I was taking it so quietly. 
‘Yov’re catching up on your sleep,’ she said. ‘But soon the time 
will drag.’ 

I tried to translate noises into police station geography. 
There were three separate sets of rattlings before the wardress 


stood in my open doorway: there was a door that seemed to lead 


from the main part of the police station into the women’s cells; 
about eight paces after that there was a door dividing the 
women’s cells from a courtyard; and then there was my cell 
door. When I heard the first rattle of keys I could expect 
another two and the lapse of about fourteen paces before 1 lay 
in police view. Unless I was fast asleep I could not be pounced 
upon without warning. However quietly the wardress put the 
keys in the locks she could not hide her entry. The keys were 
too massive, the locks too stiff, the steel too ringing-loud. 
When I saw it I was transfixed by the largest of the keys, the 
one that opened the first door. Four and a half inches long, yet 
when | heard its rattle in the lock it seemed to grow in my 
mind’s eye to the size of a poker. 

The electric light burned constantly, day and night, but I 
could tell by the new wardress when it was a new night shift. As 
on the previous night I rehearsed again the imaginary first con- 
frontation with the Security Branch. I was warming to my role 
in the encounter and was becoming master of the ambiguous 
and evasive reply to the questions I invented for my unseen 
interrogators. 

I pushed out of my head a jumble of ideas and thoughts of 
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people, with a deliberate resolve to think slowly, about one 
thing at a time, and to store up as much as I could for future 
days and nights. I postponed thinking about how I would try 
to pass the time. That, too, would be a subject for future 
hours. This was a time of emergency, and called for strict 
rationing. 

I dropped off to sleep. There were the nightly inspections, 
the noisy intake of two drunks. 

Right overhead, as though someone in the cell above had 
measured the spot where my head lay, a bottle broke sharply, 
and splintered on the concrete floor. 


The next day was Sunday, but pandemonium. The cell door was 
flung open and the wardress, the cell warder, and a third police- 
man stared in, disbelievingly, I thought. There was prolonged 
shouting from the guts of the station, repeated banging of doors 
overhead. The Station Commandant had the door flung open 
a half-hour before the usual inspection. He said the usual ‘Any 
complaints” formula but was out of the cell before he could 
reply to my ‘What about exercise” The wardresses were tight- 
lipped, on edge. A fever seemed to rage in the working part of 
the police station, and the raised temperature flowed out to the 
prisoners lying in their cells. 

There were four instead of two inspections that night. Trying 
to reconstruct the noises of the night hours I realized that there 
must have been an admission into the women’s cells, and some- 
one was in the cell opposite me, for there were two mugs of 
coffee in the hands of the morning-shift wardress. 

Unexpectedly a high fastidious voice said ‘I am due to men- 
struate, wardress, how do I get some cotton wool?’ 
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‘Anne-Marie!’ I shouted. ‘Anne-Marie ... you here! 
Wardress, I’ve got cotton wool.’ 

The cell doors opened long enough for me to pass out the 
cotton wool and to catch a glimpse of Anne-Marie Wolpe — 


wife of our good friend Harold — haggard and drawn, perched 
on her high bed. 

If Anne-Marie had been taken, Harold must have got safely 
away. The escape had come off, I decided. Thirty-six hours 
before I had gone into Marshall Square a breakout of the cells 


was being planned... 


Lying on his stomach on the floor of the upstairs cell Ninety-Day 
detainee Chiba had caught a fleeting glimpse of shapes and sizes 
under the crack in his door. 

‘Who's got ginger hair?’ he called to Arthur Goldreich, who had 
played the role of flamboyant artist turned country squire by living in 
the Rivonia house and providing the front for the secret political work 
that went on in the outbuildings. 

It was Harold Wolpe, brought in between policemen, in his red 
dyed hair and beard, caught at the Bechuanaland border where his 
escape bid had floundered, and locked up in Marshall Square with 
nightmarish fears over fingerprints and typewriters and sheets of 
paper in his handwriting. 

‘What’ve you done about an escape?’ Harold asked Arthur in 
their first stolen conversation. 

The two of them, and Indian Youth Congress activists Jassat and 
Mosie Moolla next door, used visits to the bathroom to haul them- 
selves to the bars of the high WC window and count bricks to 
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estimate the drop from the roof to wall, to the thick netting over the 
quadrangle of the women’s jail, and down to the ground outside. 
Messages were smuggled out, and hacksaw blades smuggled in. 
Sawing sessions were conducted under cover of loud whistling and 
repeated pullings of the lavatory chain. Three minutes of sawing and 
the blades were blunt on the bars of tempered prison steel. Hacksaw 
blades continued to be inveigled into the cells, blades of every shape 
and size, the sawing continued, but the bars stood firm. It was young 
Mosie, with his charm, whom the young warder could not resist, and 
when Mosie broached the matter of an escape the policeman said he 
could cooperate as long as it would not appear that he had been an 
accomplice. 

‘No four men can overpower me, I’m as strong as a lion,’ the 
warder said, so Arthur was instructed to practise blows with an iron 
bar and, all escape day, his stomach like jelly, he practised hitting his 
pillow with a bar, so as not to kill. 

That night the four stuffed their beds with blanket rolls, put on 
their overcoats and stood waiting. 

But four drunken drivers were being booked in downstairs and 
Operation Escape had to take second place to their examination by 
the district surgeon and the laboured issue of prisoners’ property 
receipts to the four swaying new inmates of the cells. 

The young warder appeared with the keys. 

‘Okay, go!’ he said, and stopped Arthur from trying a reluctant 
blow on his head. He would bang his own head against the wall, he 
had decided. Arthur walked rapidly out of his cell and knocked over 
a lemonade bottle. The four tiptoed out. On the corner of Main and 
Sauer Streets three bright lights spluttered and went out, with accom- 
plice timing. The hacksaw blades were turfed into a rubbish bin in the 
courtyard lined with empty Volkswagens. The four split up. Mosie 
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and Jassat walked off towards the Indian residential area of 
Fordsburg; Arthur and Harold skirted the block desperately looking 
for the car that had not come. Two white down-and-outs tried to pick 
a fight with them. Arthur was piddling in a dark corner when the car 
eventually picked them up. 


‘Four 90-day Men Escape’ said the newspaper headlines. ‘Wives 
Held for Questioning’. A massive police search for the fugitives fol- 
lowed. ‘Goldreich, described as the Security Branch’s major detainee, 
is still on the run. Police Patrols are at work throughout the land.’ 
‘The police are being swamped with calls about the escapers.’ 

‘The Net Closes In’. ‘A price of Rrooo is on the head of each 
escaper. Indian homes in the country districts of the Transvaal and 
homes and clubs in Johannesburg are being searched for the four.’ 
‘Have you seen two European men and two Indian men walking 
together?’ plain-clothes detectives were asking. Descriptions of the 
four were broadcast over the radio every twenty minutes at the 
climax of the manhunt, and all whites were enjoined to take part in 
the chase. 


For eleven days Arthur and Harold lived in darkness at a deserted 
house, eating raw bacon because the cooking made a sizzling noise; 
unable to use a heater because it gave off a red glow. The creak of a 
floorboard sounded, to their ears, like a revolver shot through the 
neighbourhood. By five o'clock each evening, dusk and a deep 
depression set in. ‘Like being back in that cell,’ said Harold. 

Before each decision to act, tension mounted to breaking point, 
but in movement and action there was relief. From one hiding place 
to another, and then another. From cover in Johannesburg across 
the border into Swaziland. For six hours the two lay together under 
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a tarpaulin. Then they could stretch, and move, stand up, and talk, 
and shout to the winds. 


‘Goldreich and Wolpe Escape to Francistown’ said the newspaper 
of 28 August. Minister Vorster said, ‘They were two of our Biggest 
Fish’. They had been flown to Swaziland dressed as priests. 

In Francistown, Bechuanaland, at 4:15 one morning a knock on 
the window woke Goldreich: ‘We've come to tell you your planes 
been blown up.’ The second chartered plane landed in Elizabethville 
with ten minutes’ fuel to spare . . . In the nightclub black and white 
jived together to the blare of the band. 


In Marshall Square a new prisoner made his appearance in the 
men’s exercise yard: a dimpled policeman, but stripped of his 
uniform. 

A few hours after the escape, before he had time to claim his 
reward money, Johannes Arnoldus Greeff, only recently out of 
the Pretoria police training depot, broke down and confessed. 

On his nineteenth birthday, Greeff’s bid for bail was argued 
in court, and turned down, so the young policeman went back 
into the cells. 


Dr Percy Yutar, it was obvious to all who encountered him during 
those months, coveted the job of State Prosecutor in the forthcoming 
Rivonia Trial. In an admiring circle of Security Branch detectives he 
was busy in the offices of The Grays, Security Branch headquarters 
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in Johannesburg, poring over documents seized in police raids, and 
scrutinizing the recorded results of Ninety-Day detention victims. 
The Rivonia Trial was still some months off: the trial of Constable 
Johannes Arnoldus Greeff could be turned into a curtain-raiser. 

Greeff was brought to trial on two charges: bribery and assisting 
four men to escape. His motive was really very simple. He had been 
hard-up. He had needed a pair of new shoes, cash to pay for motor 
car repairs, more cash still. Halfway through the trial he changed his 
plea to guilty. The Marshall Square staff went to court to give evi- 
dence. After one policeman had stepped down from the witness box, 
he looked across at the dock where Greeff stood, wearing a nervous 
smile throughout the trial, and winked at him. During court adjourn- 
ments several policemen spoke to Greeff, the Press reports noticed, 
and gave him the thumbs up sign of encouragement. But at his home 
in Rustenburg his mother locked away photographs of him. He had 
‘brought disgrace to the family,’ she said. ‘He has done something 
dishonourable.’ 

Dr Yutar said it was far more serious than that. This was a case 
of a young policeman ‘fallen to the evil machinations of traitors who 
plotted a violent and hellish revolution in the country, planned on a 
military basis’. The State had a cast-iron case against those seized in 
the Rivonia raid, and their accomplices, now being rounded up. 
These persons would be brought to trial in time, the time of the 
Security Branch. Meanwhile Greeff was sentenced to six years’ 
imprisonment. 
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Anne-Marie was taken out of her cell. Hurriedly. ‘The magis- 
trate is waiting,’ the wardress, accompanied by the sergeant, 
shouted. When lunch was brought, the cell opposite was still 
empty. Then Anne-Marie reappeared, only to bundle up her 
clothes, and be marched out again. That was the last I saw of 
her. 


Three men in plain clothes were ushered into my cell. They 
ran their hands up and down the walls, looked hard at the 
window, withdrew. All day the cell opened and closed. And 
much of that night, and the next. 

All week the police station was in frenzied disarray. Heads 


would fall. But whose? Prisoners or policemen? Marshall 
Square, central police station in the country, was in disgrace. 
Authority was sitting on the problem. The Security Branch was 
running a manhunt. The country joined in the game, for every- 
one loves an escape and an official scandal, and the two 
together were enormously satisfying — for outsiders. 

But in Marshall Square there was an ominous atmosphere of 
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revenge and reprisals. Some official action was imminent, but 
nothing was announced. The station brooded, and waited, and 
we, its prisoners, with it. 

Still the cell doors opened and closed. The heads of the 
Johannesburg District Police Command came to inspect us, the 
doors, the windows, the layout of the police station. A colonel, 
then a major, followed by a brigadier. A pause of half a day, then 
two Public Works Department men, their African labourer hov- 
ering in the background, then the PWD supervisor. Throughout 
the night Big Brass continued to swoop on the station, insisting 
on a cell-by-cell inspection. Gold braid and pale blue cap bands 
appeared at the door in Technicolor parade. ‘Any complaints?” 
they asked, for they had to say something. ‘I want to be 
released,’ I replied from cover of the blankets, and officers chor- 
tled in their throats to their inferiors, or stared in disbelief. 


On the fourth day I asked the little Station Commandant about 
exercise. 

‘Exercise! That'll have to wait. Can’t you see this place is in 
a dinges?’* 

‘A dinges?’ | pretended not to understand. 

‘Oh, all right, a turmoil then,’ and he added, ominously, 
‘after this things are going to be tough, very tough. You’ve seen 
nothing yet.’ He was half out of the door, ‘. . . and you’d better 
get rid of those bottles!’ 


‘Slovo!’ There was the rattle of keys and the door clanged open. 
‘Goldreich!’ Suddenly there was gentle Hazel, Arthur’s wife, 


* Afrikaans slang for ‘what-d’ye-call-it’. 
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and we blinked delightedly at one another in the sun. The 
wardress set off in the direction of the men’s exercise yard, and 
Hazel and I pranced behind her, mouthing enthusiastic wel- 
comes to one another. Too soon we reached the exercise yard 
where a Security Branch photographer had his camera and flash 
gun posed, and list of detainees. While I had my picture taken, 
my back against the brick wall, Hazel peered at the list. ‘Anne- 
Marie’s been released,’ she hissed, spotting on the list next to A 
Wolpe the word ‘onslaan’ [released]. 

‘Ai... aai ... they’re together ... they're together!’ The 
Station Commandant had come into the yard and leapt into 
the air in a series of panicky jerks at the sight of Hazel and me 
together. The wardress was flummoxed. She had been told to 
bring Slovo and Goldreich to the photographer. Those had 
been Security Branch instructions, after all, and no one had 
explicitly said, ‘But not the two of them together.’ Back we 
were hustled, individually, into our cells. But the encounter had 
taken place and though precautions against our seeing one 
another were stricter than ever, we knew we had company 
beyond the courtyard wall, and the presence of someone else in 
the same predicament was selfishly reassuring. 

Soon the little Commandant came on no more inspections. 
The new chief appeared. A police captain, he had been trans- 
ferred to this post to tighten security, and this was promotion 
for him. He wore his cap during inspections and carried his 
swagger stick under his arm. The salutes of the cell warder were 
smarter, the wardresses stood up straighter. 

‘What’s going on? I asked a wardress. 

‘We're not allowed to talk to you,’ she snapped. 

Two white workers and three Africans moved in with an 
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oxyacetylene machine. To the roar of the petrol motor and 
blinding, flying blue sparks, they began a drilling operation on 
the outside of my cell door and the one opposite. | heard them 
at work on Hazel’s door in the outside courtyard. At last, a 
major policy decision had been reached at police headquarters. 
Four prisoners had bolted, and so the remaining prisoners held 
for interrogation were to have double locks on their doors, and 
triple locks if the doors were already double-locked. Spitting 
forks of flame the oxyacetylene machine cut great cavities in 
the doors of the women’s section and was then heard roaring 
away overhead on the first floor. Then followed a locksmith 
who fastened a thick bolt and bar lock over the outside of the 
doors. At last the full purpose of the Plan became clear. A new 
warder made his appearance on the next morning shift. In addi- 
tion to the usual keys he held a great new bunch, each key 
accompanied on the ring by a yellow metal number disc. This 
warder’s sole job was to guard the second key to the cells of the 
politicals. The wardresses still had their keys: one to the 
women’s jail, one to the inner courtyard, one to the cells. But 
without the Key Man the wardresses could not reach us. When 
food was brought, if we fell ill in the night, when we needed to 
go to the toilet, when the Station Commandant came on 
inspection, if the Security Branch wanted to interview us, the 
Key Man had to be there to open up. 

At mealtimes the Key Man was frantic, rushing from cells 


upstairs to those downstairs to turn his rows of locks. The bar 
lock was to be closed tight in front of his eyes. He had a grave 
personal and official responsibility to see that the politicals were 
locked tight in their cells. His presence was a constant admo- 
nition to the warders that one of their number had defected. 
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The keys in the hands of the wardresses, once a badge of office, 
had become a mockery. The wardresses locked the prisoners in 
their cells, but were themselves powerless to regulate their 
incarceration. They had degenerated into skivvies, into mes- 
sengers sent to fetch a man carrying a key ring. ‘I want to go to 
the toilet,’ I would cry if the wardress was in earshot. TIl have 
to see if I can get the keys,’ the wardress would shout grumpily, 
and set off to badger the Key Man to open this door before any 
other. When the wardresses were not cursing the slowness of 
the Key Man in coming, they grumbled about the constable 
who had let the whole force down. ‘That bloody Greeff! What 
did he think he was doing? And he didn’t even get the escape 
money in the end...’ 

The Key Man was, conceivably, in a respected position of 
trust. The locked doors had always been impenetrable; the 
heavy bar locks burned into the steel door merely reinforced 
their impenetrability. It was human frailty, not steel that had 
proved vincible. One policeman had now been set over all the 
others. Big Brother, hauled from the ranks, was watching them. 
But all he did was turn keys in locks, at the beck and call of 
those who might have yielded to temptation, and the smugness 
in being a repository of headquarters’ trust soon became a dis- 
gruntled boredom. 

For my part, I found myself slipping with disconcerting ease 
into a dreary, squalid routine of locked-up life in an airless, 
grimy concrete space. My cell was solitary, By Order. Too small, 
anyway, to take a second prisoner. There was no one to make 
police-cell conversation with: Why are you here? Have you 
been in before? Do you think you will get off? (Never: Did you 
do it ...?)... Oh, me? Political. Ninety days. What’s that, you 
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said? I was trying to turn isolation into an advantage. But the 
dang of the steel the doors without handles, the never-ending 
inspections were constant physical reminders of the humilia- 


tion of being locked away. 

There were other such reminders. Slap centre in the cell 
door was the penny-sized peephole. By prison standards it was 
designed to have the prisoner under scrutiny from the outside, 
not for the prisoner to view anything from the inside of the cell. 
‘Back from the door!’ the wardress would cry when she saw the 
pupil of an eye up against the peephole. The hole was hers, to 
see if the prisoner was on the bed or off it. Sitting up or lying 
down. Laughing or crying. Facing the wall or turned away from 
it. Alive or dead. Locked up or escaped. I resented the spyhole 
and felt that to be peered at through it was a violent infringe- 
ment of my privacy. Above all I objected to being talked to 
through the hole. ‘If you want to see if I’m here, or say anything 
to me,’ I told the police and the wardresses, ‘open the door. 
Don’t spy at me through that hole.’ | hated the night inspec- 
tions when officers came from the police barracks and sidled up 
to the peephole to see for themselves. Some of the wardresses 
shared my indignation for reasons of their own prudery. If men 
warders wanted to see women prisoners, they said, they should 
ask the wardress to unlock the door and herself see if it was 
‘safe’ for a man to look. Only then should the officer be invited 
to make his inspection. (The Key Man, it was implied, should 
open the door with his eyes closed.) I used the peephole when 
I needed to identify movement in the narrow passage outside 
my cell. Perhaps another political was being brought in, some- 
one I might know. I might read in the expression of a detainee 
whether she had faced a gruelling interrogation; whether she 
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had learned anything along that prison grapevine that gave so 
little to the politicals in isolation. When | saw the faces and 
walk of the ordinary prisoners I could tell much more about 
them from the sounds they made. The wardress did not need to 
see the pupil of my eye to know I was on tiptoe peering 
through. My eye would block the narrow shaft of light through 
the hole, and she would know. I felt humiliated every time I was 
detected standing on tiptoe trying to look out. It was as though 
my curiosity had got the better of my ability to exist in isola- 
tion. 

Isolation and privacy. Not the same thing by any means. I 
was isolated, but utterly dependent on outsiders — my jailers, my 
enemies. | had to shout or bang on the door when I wanted to 
use the lavatory. The wardress stood by while I washed. The 
daily programme, whatever | pretended, was not mine but 
theirs. 

Prison routine imposed itself during the first days of bewil- 
dered existence in blackness. The electric light burned 
endlessly but showed nothing but the end of my bedstead, and 
beyond that, my red suitcase enthroned on the wall shelf. I 
could dispense with my eyes. Ears were more useful in isolation. 
There would be the jingle of keys and the clang of doors to 
announce the approach of an intruder, or a new episode in the 
regulated monotony of life in a cell. 

I identified the wardresses by the sound of them long before 
I saw them. Female voices. Raucous. Shrill. Pained. Competent 
(‘I know my job. I don’t lose control but don’t think you can get 
the better of me’). In time Raucous and Shrill personalized into 
the two ugly sisters among the wardresses. Raucous was stupid 

as a stone, and as deaf. She knew by rote the mechanical duties 
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of a wardress. Inspections at intervals by night and by day. Carry 
in the food. Remove the plates after some time. Get the Key 
Man to unlock the door for the captain’s inspection. Watch the 
prisoners at exercise. Search the body of the newly admitted 
prisoner. No money, watches, or jewellery. Confiscate pills, 
sharp instruments, glass bottles. Hand out blankets and keep 
count of those in store. Send used blankets for fumigation. 
Walk behind the prisoner in case she attacks you from behind. 
No talking by politicals in isolation. But Raucous was deaf, so 
she had to watch the mouths of the detainees, and on the way 
to the washbasin you might snatch a word with the prostitutes 
or drunks in the large cell, and then pretend you had been 
singing. 

Shrill had a face like an underdone crumpled crumpet, with 
eyes as expressive as a fishmoth’s, and apart from highly pol- 
ished floors and a little property she owned on a sixth of an acre 
in Parkhurst, she knew no passion in life. 

Pained was a handsome Wagnerian blonde, with long ele- 
gant hands, but feet crippled by bunions. Her aches and twinges 
might have been an excuse for her long-suffering voice and 
expression, and for her treatment of all prisoners as inveterate 
nuisances, if it were not that everything that happened, to her 
and in general, was sent to try her already unbearable martyr- 
dom. When it rained it was because her bunions would ache 
harder. If there were prisoners to be admitted it was because 
they knew it was her shift. Prostitutes were not only law- 
breakers, but a deliberate affront to her sex. Two husbands had 
been snatched from her — by death, also devised to try her ~ 
before either marriage had lasted longer than a few years. All 


remaining men were repulsively scheming. It was Pained who 
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suggested that the wardresses make a private arrangement to 
begin their evening shifts before the official time to cut down 
the chances of her being intercepted by men on the walk 
through Johannesburg from the bus stop to the police station. 
Pained spent hours neglecting her duties in the women’s cells to 
lean over the counter in the charge office where there was male 
conversation. From each eavesdropping session she returned 
repelled but freshly fascinated, convinced she had made a batch 
of new conquests, but determined to repulse every one of them. 
Raucous was too stupid to think of her prisoners as anything 
but ciphers, and to remember the total she was currently 
responsible for. Shrill had no time to think about persons: the 
floor could always be made to shine more brightly. Pained con- 
centrated on her feet and protecting herself from imaginary 
attacks by men, and competition from other women. As for 
Competent, she was interested in people, even kind to them, 
but while she could handle drunks without provoking them, 
and prostitutes and shoplifters as creatures fallen by the wayside 
whom magistrates in their wisdom would correct with a spell 
behind bars, politicals were completely beyond her. We looked 
like any respectable middle-class women, and seemed better 
educated and better spoken than most. We seemed amenable to 
prison discipline yet we were locked up by the Security Branch 
as darkly dangerous to the survival of the State. The wardresses 
were under strict instructions not to talk to us, and after the 
escape these instructions were reissued in more emphatic form. 
Competent had been too long at Marshall Square to be awed 
by new regulations or new superiors. She talked to us when she 
felt like it, and she talked about the subjects she judged safe: the 
plot of the latest film at the Colosseum, an article in the 
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Reader’s Digest, Royal Family marriages and babies. She was an 
Afrikaner but had married an English policeman of the force 
some forty years before. All the wardresses were ‘police widows’. 
Their husbands had died or been killed in the service. They had 
inherited their police station jobs as compensation, and 
together with the jobs an air of martyrdom (Our Husbands gave 
their Lives to the Force), and a blind loyalty. The police are 
always right, all police are right. The law is the law, and that is 
that. To criticize the racial nature of the law or the use of the 
police to enforce it is to insult a policeman’s mother or his reli- 
gion. The dingy police stations keep the sacred flame of racism 
burning in countless outposts throughout the country. E 
Marshall Square is the most important police station in 
South Africa’s largest city. Busy nights are Fridays and Saturdays 
when the station becomes a sounding board for the meanest 
aspects of city life. The Ninety-Dayers were locked away from 
this mainstream of police station life, but the sounds and some 
of the sights washed us nevertheless. Washed and were welcome 
in a series of endless days when time was determined only by 
the scratches on the wall and the visits of Security Branch 
interrogators. The politicals were in separate cells, segregated 
from the other prisoners, but sounds filtered through the thick 
walls, especially at night when the roar of the traffic died down. 
Several times a day I was ushered to the washroom of the large 
communal cell next door and though, if there were other pris- 
oners there, the wardress stood on duty to make sure I did not 
try to communicate with them, she couldn’t stop me from 
seeing them and associating them with the sounds I thought | 
had heard them make during the night. Through the cells, over 
the months I was there, a procession of women moved, some of 
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the early-comers reappearing in the queue towards the end of 
my term to be greeted familiarly if not warmly by the 
wardresses. Others made a frightened first acquaintance with 
the cell and I watched their reactions, identical with mine, to 
the decaying smell of the blankets, the primitive toilet arrange- 
ments and the bleakness of days and nights behind bars. There 
was the little woman in green and fawn voile, so frail-looking, 
who fainted when she was allocated her prison bed; she was in 
for shoplifting and the evidence of her crime was a tin of pow- 
dered milk and a packet of biscuits. Two women came in 
together: a hardfaced young blonde and a pretty dark girl with 
the posture of a ballet dancer. They were charged with robbery. 
The blonde held a cosh over the head of the elderly jeweller to 
give her gang time to make a getaway. The dark girl was the 
girlfriend of one of the gang members, an Italian called Angelo, 
and he had been arrested in her flat. Angelo was upstairs in the 
men’s cells and each evening, when the shifts were changing 
over, the dark girl climbed on the toilet bowl to talk to him; 
through two sets of barred windows. It broke his heart, Re 
shouted down to her at the top of his voice, that his girl should 
be pregnant with his baby in jail. If the baby were a boy they 
would call him Marshall, and if a girl her name would be 
Square. The blonde and the dark girl were the best of friends. 
They wound one another's hair in curlers and shared paperback 
romances. But every now and then the blonde was called out by 
the detective in charge of the case: for ‘further investigation’, it 
was said. Unknown to the dark girl the blonde was cooperating 
with the police in exchange for an undertaking to escape pros- 
ecution. 


Most of the women in the cells were prostitutes and drunks. 
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Sometimes they were both: prostitutes who were heavy drinkers 
and had lost any good looks they might have had in the tough 
life of keeping a ponce on their earnings. 

The most faithful frequenters of the Marshall Square cell 
were those women grown too dissipated to attract any regular 
custom and who had become drunk hobos littering the park 
and the library gardens in dirty, dishevelled, diseased, and 
wretched groups. These sherry-gangers, as they are known in 
Johannesburg and in Durban where they spend their winter 
sojourn, were scooped into the police vans regularly, wearing 
their tight hair curlers, men’s jackets, sand shoes and bandages 
on their sore legs like a uniform. They were charged with loi- 
tering or appearing drunk in a public place, served a few weeks 
or months and then filtered back to their old haunts, only to be 
arrested again when the pickup vans did their regular Friday 
night clean-up of the city parks. 

The drunks invariably made a clamorous entry. Then either 
they slid into a stupor within minutes of being locked up, or 
they roared away half the night. Much depended on how the 
wardresses handled them. Left to themselves the roar would 
eventually subside to a whimper, though that might take a few 
hours. Shrill could not leave them alone, she seemed to think 
it was a dereliction of duty not to shout threats at a drunk, but 
the more she scolded the harder the drunk swore and raged. 
On night her piercing threats infuriated a woman already 
heavily incited by the bottle and Shrill had no sooner with- 
drawn from the cells after a vigorous imprecation against ‘you 
rubbish’ when there was a loud crash and a sound of splinter- 
ing glass on the concrete floor. Then silence. I could not 
imagine what the woman next door had done. There was 
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nothing I could do to summon Shrill: the heavy doors between 
the cells and the office of the wardress blocked all sound, and 
once the wardress had withdrawn we could not call her back, 
we could only lie and wait till her own sense of duty brought 
her round sooner or later. This time it was sooner. Shrill came 
back, probably to have another go at the drunk’s expense, but 
when she opened the door of the large cell and looked inside 
she hastily relocked and fled shouting for help to the charge 
office. Three constables hurried in as reinforcements. The 
drunk had hurled a large enamel mug at the naked light bulb 
high in the ceiling; she had hit target first shot; and had then 
used a piece of the splintered glass on her arm. The attempt to 
sever an artery had been half-hearted, and though there was 
blood to be seen, | gathered from the policemen’s talk that the 
cut was superficial and the drunk was already recovering from 
her frenzy. But not if Shrill could prevent it. She insisted that 
the woman be put in a straitjacket. The constables deferred to 
her, for the women prisoners were her responsibility. As she 
could not manage the operation alone they waited for her to 
fetch the jacket and then set to work to force the woman into 
it. For the three of them acting in concert it was an easy 
enough exercise; they laughed and joked as they went to work. 
The woman was in a paroxysm of fury, but not drunk fury any 
longer. ‘I’m not mad, I’m not mad, don’t put me in this thing,’ 
she sobbed, and then, ‘It’s too tight, you’re pulling the arms too 
tight, I can’t breathe,’ but as the struggling minutes went by 
she shouted no more, and she was left trussed up on the mat- 
tress which had been dragged off the bed and on to the floor. I 
had lain listening to this with a sick feeling in my stomach and 
shivers in my limbs. The constables were chattering and joking 
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as they left, with Shrill bringing up the triumphant rear. There 
was silence for a while, then a steady hard drumming on the 
door of the next cell. It took me some time to work it out, but 
I realized that the woman had moved like a crab on her back 
from the mattress to the floor and had manoeuvred herself to 
the door and was using her legs to drum on it in continued 
protest. Some hours later Shrill brought the constables back to 
remove the straitjacket; ‘Perhaps,’ she told the woman, ‘you’ve 
learnt your lesson by now.’ 

Friday nights were inferno-like, especially at month-end 
when pensions were paid and the disabled-turned-drunks spilled 
from the benches in the parks into the vans. On the pavement 
outside Marshall Square the pickup van doors clanged open and 
shut and roared off for another swoop. Africans were herded into 
the charge office to shouts of ‘Kom aan, kom aan’ [Come on, get 
a move on] and the sherry-gangers howled and swore through 
the night, till the shouts turned into gravel-sounding alcoholic 
snores and it was time to eat the dry bread and hard-boiled egg 
and join the queue to court. 

The courts sat at nine-thirty each morning but the station 
regulations insisted that the women be got ready for their 
court appearance fully three hours before. Many of them did 
need time to sober up; perhaps they did this faster sitting in 
rows on a hard bench than in their cell beds. If they were 
new to this experience the women would do an agitated 
smoothing of their crumpled clothes and hair while rehears- 
ing before anyone in earshot, prisoner or wardress, the 
explanation they would offer to the Bench of how they of all 
people had been arrested. The old-timers took it for granted 
that they should periodically serve a spell in prison. They 
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speculated on which magistrate would be on the Bench, the 
mood he was likely to be in, and the sentence he would 
impose in view of previous sentences and warnings. For all 
the need of the uninitiated to rehearse and the fund of expe- 
tience the old hands could draw on, the early morning period 
dragged slowly. 


This was the time the station slowed down to half-speed. If 
the pickup vans knew their business they would deliver no new 
admissions to the charge office because the court lists for the 
day had already been made up. You could hardly receipt a pris- 
oner and his property only to hand him over to new court cell 
custodians in return for a fresh set of receipts, without a decent 
lapse of time to allow for the laborious insertion of the sheets of 
carbon paper, the licking of the indelible pencil, and the care- 
ful count and recount of human stock. In any event, Marshall 
Square staff was changing over and the departure of the old and 
the arrival of the new shift was a major trauma in the life of the 
station. 

Once the prisoners had been shunted off to court and the 
new shift had taken over the cells, the station could get down to 
the serious business of the day: cleaning up. The wardresses who 
came on duty did not seem to notice the prisoners in the cells. 
We might not have existed. It would have been better at this 
time if we had not: I am sure that if the wardresses had any atti- 
tude to Ninety-Day detention it was that our uninterrupted 

occupation of the cells, without a decent exit in the crocodile of 
the prisoners being taken to Court, obstructed a really good 
polish. For cleaning meant the floors. The windows were not 
cleaned; the years of accumulation of sticky grime on the bars 
went untouched. Except rarely the basin and the lavatory were 
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not properly cleaned: the budget of the station did not run to the 
right equipment and cleaners. But the floors, ah the floors . . . 
The morning-shift wardress signed on, read the occurrence 
book, took off her hat, and made a dive for the African cells. 
There, her shrieks mingling with the shouts of the warders 
white and black, she chose her quota of labour. Not too many 
youngsters, they couldn’t supply the elbow grease. Not that 
one. He looks ‘cheeky’. Five or six awaiting-trial African pris- 
oners in tow, the wardress would fetch a motley collection of 
already filthy polishing cloths, remnants of torn prison blan- 
kets. The arrival of the work party in the women’s cells, when 
Raucous or Shrill were on shift, could have provided the 
soundtrack for the arrival of the damned in apartheid hell. 
Both these wardresses shouted instructions uninterruptedly in 
Afrikaans. In South African police stations the assumption, 
never questioned, is that all African prisoners must under- 
stand and speak Afrikaans if they know what is good for them. 
A further assumption is that every prisoner knows police sta- 
tion routine and the quixotic preferences, on the 
floor-polishing stint, of every wardress. The floors were con- 
crete, polished to a high, bright red with a cheap polish. First 
a sweeping, then an application of the polish in lumps at 
strategic points, then a good hard rub. Now the fun started. 
The wardress would shriek ‘cha-cha’ or ‘twist’. The prisoner 
had to station his two legs on two cleaning rags and move to 
the beat called by the wardress. (What did they do before the 
cha-cha? Did the waltz and the foxtrot rhythms do as well for 
the floors?) Shrill had a rather individual approach to the 
floors. She apportioned each prisoner to a large square of the 
cement and their cha-cha sway was ordered not to infringe 
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the borders of any neighbouring square. Raucous was perse- 
cuted by water stains which showed up strongly on the floor 
surface, and each spot had to get special rubbing treatment by 
a carefully designated prisoner. The noisy swaying pantomime 
could go on for fifteen minutes in an individual cell. 

I, a prisoner held under top security conditions, was for- 
bidden books, visitors, contact with any other prisoner; but 
like any white South African Madam I sat in bed each morn- 
ing, and Africans did the cleaning for the ‘missus’. Should a 
spot appear on the floor during the day the wardress would 
shout to the nearest Aftican warder ‘Gaan haal my ’n kaffer’ 
[Go and get me a kaffir], and once again all would be well in 
South Africa’s forced labour heaven. All the prisoners in 
Marshall Square (except the Ninety-Day detainees) were 
prisoners awaiting trial and as such protected by prison regu- 
lations from having to do any work other than keep their own 
cells clean. They were in most cases probably ignorant of this 
right. Those who knew of it seemed to judge it politic to feign 
ignorance, except for the rare cases of men who, when called 
for cha-cha duty, said flatly that they were not willing to work. 
This happened only twice during my stay. It gave the 
wardresses something to talk about and indignation at ‘cheeky 
kaffirs’ rose stridently when Pained and Raucous changed shift 
and exchanged station news. 

The African prisoners soon got the measure of the 
wardresses. When Competent was on duty they worked fast and 
chattered softly under their breaths. They indulged in uproari- 
ous mime of Raucous and Shrill, imitating the straddled walk of 
the first and the explosive inarticulateness of the second when 
she tried to discipline them. When the haul the night before 
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had been of young tsotsis,* cleaning sessions were scenes of wild 
disorder. When older men had been arrested they arrived neat 
in sports jackets and pressed trousers, or in ridiculous short- 
trouser-legged uniform of the domestic worker, and resignedly 
took up the polishing cloths in weary acceptance that this was 
the lot of the man whose passbook was not in order or whose 
bad luck it was to run up against the police over some misde- 
meanour or other. The cleaning session was a chance to get out 
of the cooped-up communal African cells on the other side of 
the building, and an opportunity to check on the police station 
talk that in the women’s cells were sitting well-dressed Madams 
equipped with suitcases, pillows and thermos flasks, as though 
they had fallen on bad days and had to accept installation in a 
police station cell rather than in a mean and disreputable 
boarding house. 

For the wardresses the progress of the cleaning set the mood 
of the day. When there was a crowded cell of African awaiting- 
trial prisoners the floors sparkled well in time for the 
Commandant’s morning inspection and the wardresses were 
light-hearted at their achievement. One morning the routine 
got off to a sluggish start. There seemed to be more than the 
usual hullabaloo at the other end of the station. When the 
wardress appeared her face was black. ‘We’re short of a prisoner,’ 
she snapped. My heart jumped in spontaneous sympathy for any 
prisoner bold and resourceful enough to get out of the police 
station, and so soon after the Goldreich-Wolpe-Moolla-Jassat 
escape and countermeasures. But it was not another escape, just 


*Strictly speaking, a young African delinquent, but whites use this term for 
any African youngster who wears flashy clothes. 
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that the night’s catch had been bad and the wardress had been 
short of one man to make up the minimum complement of her 
cleaning squad. 


Every morning as the cha-cha cleaners were on their way 
out, the wardress on duty would thrust a large aluminium 
bucket at one and order him to bring hot water for the 
‘missus’. That was me. Washing in a bucket was the highlight 
of my day. The hot water would rub away the mouldy blanket 
smell that pervaded the cell, and when the bucket was 
brought I would accept with alacrity the invitation to be 
locked in the large communal cell that sported the washbasin 
The bucket of hot water was a concession to the Ninety- 
Dayers’ permanent residence in the cells; the ordinary 
occupants had to manage under the cold water tap. For the 
first few days I grappled with the water in the bucket unsuc- 
cessfully. To pour it over me would have been a wonderful 
splurge but of few seconds’ duration. If I stood in the bucket 
it would be like an uncomfortable stork, more out of the water 
than in it. In time I improvised a bath by acrobatics. I poured 
the water into the basin and perched on it in an inelegant 
squat, face and stomach towards the wall, legs dangling. Then 
I poured water over myself with cupped hands. It made a great 
splash that sounded like fun if anyone cared to listen, and I 
knew that the prisoners would hold the pools of water on the 
floor against, not me, but the wardress if they were called in to 
do a second mopping. 
. Bath over, it was the start of a new day, another day of torpid 
inactivity. Lying in bed at night could be excused as a retreat 
tom inactivity. Lying in bed by day had to be an activity in 
itself, and each hour spent lying flat on my back or leaning 
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against the propped pillow was an exercise in trying to cajole a 
state of resigned semi-consciousness out of myself. 

The cell was too small to move in; it was cold and futile to 
stand on the floor; I lived on the bed. From the bed I made 
scratches with a hairpin on the wall next to my head. Each 
scratch took me at most 120 seconds to make, but I had to 
await the passage of 1440 minutes, or 86400 seconds, before I 
could make the next. How many marks would I have to make 
before I got out of this cell? 

Life outside was so close and yet inaccessible. On my iron 
bedstead I lay in the centre of the busiest city in Africa. The 
external wall of my cell stood on the corner of Marshall and 
Sauer Streets and all day the traffic hooted and the crowds 
milled around me, but we were invisible to one another. Several 
times a day I held a clean tissue in each hand to grip the bars in 
squeamish distaste at the grime thickly coating them, and I 
strained on my toes on the bedstead to sce out of the window 

high in the wall. The figures rushing past could have been on 
celluloid film; they were not part of my world. The businessmen 
hurrying into the Danish restaurant opposite (1 had eaten there 
myself in other times) spared an hour for their hors-d'œuvre and 
poached trout, then bolted back to their desks, telephones, and 
ticker tape. I was not hungry; I did not deny the diners their 
food, but I developed an antagonism towards those men in 
well-tailored suits who could bustle into the restaurant without 
turning their heads to the grilles in the grimy building opposite 
and whose complacency, I told myself, was a clear complicity. 
I was watching the after-dinner rush back to the offices one 
day when I made an exciting discovery. A bustle on the pave- 
ment diametrically opposite my grille disclosed an African 
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newspaper vendor setting up shop on the paving stones. He 
moved with careful deliberation to stack the papers against the 
wall behind him, removed the thick twine and cardboard cov- 
erings, stuffed those into a refuse basket and then, wonder of all 
wonders, drew folded sheets from the bundle on top of the stack 
and prepared to wrap the afternoon paper’s news poster round 
the pole of an electric light standard. It was winter and he had 
to wrestle with the wind, but he got the poster up and then 
withdrew to the business of selling out his edition. The poster 
was to catch the eye of potential purchasers, of course, and so 
he had swivelled it round on the pole to lie in view of the 

pedestrians moving towards him on his pavement. Perhaps if he 

had known I was craning my neck from the cell window over 

the road he might not have hung the poster so that two-thirds 
of the letters faced directly away from my gaze. To me it looked 


like this: 


RHO had to be Rhodesia. But what in Rhodesia? Quarrel? 
Newspaper posters were getting vaguer than ever. Qualms? 
Ditto. Quads? Well, I suppose so, but they must have been spe- 
cial to merit a poster. (It never struck me that it was a QUAKE 
in Rhodesia. I had never thought of Rhodesia as earthquake- 
prone.) 
I strained my neck muscles daily trying to get a hint of the 

news from the poster. Sometimes it was hung completely out of 
my line of vision. Once I thought I saw something like SABO, 
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which could only mean SABOTAGE, but I did not know if it 
had been a successful attempt or a successful piece of police 
detection. Knowing the posters were on the pole opposite and 
seeing the stacks of newspapers I felt more in touch with the 
news, but at the end of weeks shinning up the bars and craning 
my neck I had to admit that I had culled disappointingly little 
from the pole. Still, | went on trying. I called it reading my daily 
newspaper. 

The Security Branch detective had jeered ‘Bye-bye, blue sky’ 
as he handed me over to the police station. He was wrong. I did 
see the sky, but through a canopy of barbed wire. That was over 
a week after my arrest. The excitement of the escape still sim- 
mered through the station but routine reasserted itself, and one 
day when the cell door opened it was not to admit yet another 
arm of the law but to let me out. One hour’s exercise daily. 
Alone. I was to spend the hour in the bricked-in quadrangle of 
the women’s section of the brick and bar monster that is 
Marshall Square. Part of the building goes back to pre-Boer War 
days. The plumbing pipes are all external and they lace the 
walls of the quadrangles like a corset of iron trellis. Water and 
sewage pipes gurgle and splutter and flush up and down the two 
storeys and this little exercise yard is an excellent point from 
which to plot an ablutions graph for the white prisoners’ cells. 
The few steps out of the cell were like a hurtle through space on 
a funfair figure of eight, and my stomach leapt as my legs moved 
across the concrete threshold. But the exercise yard was too like 
a cell. The sky was trapped by brick walls extending upwards 
and, like the warders regulating my stay in the courtyard, the 
brick walls officiously limited the shine of the sun. There was 
nothing for it but to walk round and round the courtyard. 
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On chill days I loped but tried to put out of my mind the 
thought of generations of prisoners doing the same. On sunny 
days I basked in the patch of sun, moving with it, if I could stay 


long enough, as it inched westwards across the courtyard and 
then out of reach. 


There was another exercise yard for the women but it was 

used for men detainees until the women wardresses reasserted 
their, or our, claim. This was a sandy yard, four times the size 
of the women’s quadrangle, deep in the bowels of the station 
and closed in by fourteen-feet-high brick walls, with mesh on 
top. To see what lay beyond the walls I stood in the pit of the 
quadrangle with my head thrown back. Then like a victim in 
the gladiators’ den I could see and be seen by the elevated 
spectators, in this case the skyscrapers of Johannesburg’s 
mining and finance houses. Marshall Square lies in the heart 
of the multimillionaire concerns mining South Africa’s gold 
and diamonds: The new Chamber of Mines building is a 
stone’s throw away. Anglo-American’s twin giants, number 
44 and number 45 Main Street, are paces away. The Stock 
Exchange is on the next block. The windows looking down 
on me were those of panelled board rooms and offices housing 
smooth desktops. I judged feeling on the Ninety-Day deten- 
tion clause by whether the clerk sorting papers in the office 
which had a ringside seat on my arena raised his head or 
hand in answer to my cheery, seemingly unconcerned wave 
or stared down in haughty disdain. If it was a lunch koar 
groups of girls would pass along the windowed corridor aad 
one might catch sight of me and call the others to stare and 
a Did they know what they were looking at? Did they 
care? 
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The large exercise yard had other diversions. On the blister- 
ing green paint of the yard door was the detainees’ register. The 
first Ninety-Dayers had seen the scratched initials and cupid’s 
hearts that decorate every blank police station space. Next to 
‘Edith Loves Vic for Ever’, Wolfie Kodesh had scratched ‘W.K. 
Loves Freedom for Ever’. Leon Levy had quoted Vorster’s words 
to Parliament: ‘Ninety days . . . or eternity . . .’ He had added four 
question marks. Mosie Moolla and Jassat had scratched their 
names. Lilian Ngoyi, Kumalo, Molefe, Tsele, Kunene and 
Dhlamini were there. Arthur Goldreich had written his and 
Hazel’s name in his precise architectural printing; Harold was 
there too. The large exercise yard had become our place of 
reunion and our archive. Next to the names were scratched the 
dates of detention, and simple arithmetic calculations deduced 
that the fate of those arrested was continuous detention, except 
for those who had escaped or left the country. 

One morning there were freshly scratched letters on the 
door. The sight of the name chilled me. James Kantor was 
detained in Marshall Square. James Kantor, from Monday to 
Friday attorney, in the courts and corridors of the magistrate’s 
court, at weekends socialite yachtsman on Hartebeespoort 
Dam, was locked in the cells which had held countless clients 
he had defended on charges of theft and robbery, fraud, solicit- 
ing and assault. James Kantor was Harold Wolpe’s 
brother-in-law. His arrest was more than pique at Harold’s 
escape; this was ugly reprisal action against a political innocent, 
the taking of hostages, Kantor for Wolpe. 

We who chose to be involved in politics did not, could not, 
define the reaches of Government counteraction. The Ninety- 
Day law recognized no demarcation of its territory, no 
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delimiting of its power. All were within its grasp, and possibil- 
ities of its use to intimidate and destroy both the committed 
and the innocent on the sidelines were more frightening than 
I had realized. 

Other new names appeared on the prisoners’ roster, names 
never heard before. That proved that the forces opposed to the 
Government were stronger than I had thought; it showed, too, 
that the Government was still mounting its offensive. Were we 
withstanding the attack? What was going on outside the pris- 
ons, in the streets, the townships, the secret meetings? In prison 


you see only the moves of the enemy. Prison is the hardest place 
to fight a battle. 


One morning in the second week I had barely had time to get 
used to being outside the cell when the wardress appeared to 
usher in a neat little man with white hair, shiny starched white 
shirt, white hands holding a sheet of white paper. The magis- 
trate was paying his weekly call. Any complaints? he asked. | 
had been complaining endlessly. I intended to permit no one 
the illusion that I accepted my imprisonment with resignation. 
I was in a state of buoyant aggression, disarmed of weapons 
except for the last, my tongue. I complained to the Big Wigs 
who came on nocturnal inspections. They said nothing or 
‘humpff ’ and brushed off my rush of words as coming from an 
intransigent troublemaker and no wonder the Security Branch 
locked her up, look at the way she never stops complaining. I 
complained to the wardresses who said, ‘You'll get more out of 
them if you don’t complain so much.’ | complained to the nicer 
policemen who said they were only doing their jobs, and they 
hadn’t locked me up. Some said, ‘We don’t make the laws, you 
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know.’ One said, admiringly, ‘She’s a fighter.’ That was the 
morning I had a row with the wardress who did not bring me 
the bucket of hot water till half past ten. I complained to the 
Station Commandant who said it was none of his affair, I 
should tell the Security Branch, or the magistrate. 

The magistrate stood before me, pencil poised. Did he know, 
I demanded, what it was like to be locked up with nothing to 
do, nothing to read, no one to see? Did he know what it was 
like to be detained without knowing why, or for how long? Did 
he not agree that the Ninety-Day detention law was callous, 
cruel, inhuman? I don’t know what he wrote of my rhetorical 
questions, but the pencil moved conscientiously across the 
paper. The magistrate said almost nothing. He would convey 
what I said to the Minister. He said this each time and each 
time that he returned it was without any reply. I bullied the 
little man outrageously. He did not cut me short, or refer my 
complaints to someone else. How could he? His appointment 
was the one ‘concession’ — and a useless one it turned out to 
be — that the Minister had made to criticism in Parliament of 
his No-Trial law. So the magistrate listened and wrote, and his 
notes, when typed out, turned up on the desk of the Security 
Branch interrogator about whose arbitrary control I was com- 
plaining, for the direction of the work both of the magistrates 
and the Security Branch falls under the Department of Justice. 
The Minister makes the law, orders his officials to execute it, 
and pretends to use his magistrates to act as watchdogs against 
its abuses. 

The little magistrate did the best he could, which was to 
listen carefully and write painstakingly. When the flow of com- 
plaints ceased — and their tenor was always more or less the 
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same — ‘I demand to be released’ — he would say a quiet ‘thank 
you. Is that all?” and scurry off to his next detainee, like the anx- 
ious White Rabbit always late, late for his appointments in 
Alice’s Wonderland. His appointments were with detainees in 
the other Marshall Square cells — there were sixteen apart from 
me — in the Kliptown, Fordsburg, Jeppe, Rosebank, Brixton and 
Rosettenville police stations, where detainees waited in the 
half-dark. 

At one interview I uttered my usual diatribe against Ninety- 
Day detention and told the magistrate to tell the Minister it was 
a sadistic scheme. He wrote with his customary civil-service 
politeness. He was on his way out when I called over my shoulder 
‘And tell the Minister I need a bath!” He came back. Was there 
really no bath? he asked. Only a cold water tap, I said, and the 
daily bucket of hot water. 

A few days later the Public Works Department arrived. They 
had instructions to build a shower in the women’s section. 
Builders and planners, paid and amateur, flocked to examine 
the slope of the floor in the washroom of the large cell, the 
thickness of the pipes, the outlet to the drain. With great delib- 
eration they argued the best site for the shower and how to cope 
with its overflow that, if not dammed or run off, would flood the 
floor of the large cell. Wardresses going off shift reported to 
their replacements coming on duty the state of the women’s 

shower. In time the cheapest scheme was agreed to by the PWD 
supervisors. Bricklayer and plasterer moved in with two African 
labourers and by the end of the day the shower had been 
screwed in and a small concrete wall, four inches high, had 
been built to divide the wash-up section from the cell. Pained 
was on duty and she immediately prophesied disaster. 
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She was right. A noisy energetic drunk was booked in late 
that evening. She raged blindly round the cell for some es, 
then there was a brief silence: perhaps she was eyeing the j ; 

I lay in mine waiting for her to settle down. Thete was the = 
of feet shuffling across the floor, then a resounding slap- a 
on concrete, then heavy silence. No wardress came P t i 
change of shift the next morning. The drunk woman Be ue 
stretched across the low shower wall. Like an obstac x ai 
across her path it had tripped her at the ankle and caused r to 
fall headlong into the shower. A doctor was called but he a 
nosed nothing more serious than a large head bump. Ga i 
had to go nevertheless; at that rate it would knock out a t ; 
drunks as they lurched towards the toilet. The ee o 
the shower dragged on, the PWD coming back repeated y to 
improve the slope of the floor towards the outlet pipe and = 
heads together with the wardresses on the perfection of t : 
shower. When finally it ran it gave only cold water, but I tee 
it religiously out of deference to the achievement of the magis- 
trate in reaching the ear of the Minister. 


The morning-shift wardress broke her silence. 
‘Did you hear a shot last evening?’ she asked. 


I had not. 


Dennis Brutus, live-wire initiator of the campaign against “te 
in sport, himself sportsman, teacher, impassioned poet, : sed 
shot in the side only two blocks from Marshall Square. He a . 

taken to Coronation Hospital for an emergency operation. Iwo 
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policemen in surgical masks stood watch in the operating theatre, 
police patrolled the hospital grounds and stood guard outside 
Dennis’s ward on the first floor. His doctor, a woman, tried to see 
him after the operation. The policemen outside the door stopped her. 
One of them said to the other, ‘Shall we arrest her or should I 
shoot?’ 

Brutus recovered, despite the complication of pneumonia, and 
then refused to let the doctors change the dressing on his wound; he 
demanded to see a representative from the then Federation of 
Rhodesia and Nyasaland. 

Gradually the account was unravelled. Brutus had been in 

Swaziland at the time that Harold and Arthur had sought temporary 
refuge there. They had travelled west, by air, to Bechuanaland; 
Brutus had turned eastwards, had shown his Southern Rhodesian 
passport at the Swaziland border and had presented himself to the 
Portuguese authorities of Mozambique, at Mhlumeni near Goba. 
The passport was valid, the visa freshly issued. The officials were 
preparing to stamp his passport for a stay of twenty days when the 
telephone at the border post rang. An inspector was being sent from 
Lourengo Marques, the capital, to check Brutus’s papers, he was 
told. Four inspectors arrived. Brutus protested that he wanted to 
return to Swaziland, but he was told he was under arrest. He was 
taken under escort to Lourenço Marques. A spokesman for the 
Mozambique Policia Internacional e Defesa Estado (PIDE) said that 
the South African Security Branch had been notified of Brutus’s 
arrest. 

The Grays dispatched Sergeant Kleingeld and Warrant Officer 
Halberg to fetch Brutus, who was handed over to them at 
Kornatipoort. The party arrived at Marshall Square as dusk was 
falling on Tuesday 17 September. As Kleingeld bent to take a 
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suitcase from the boot of the car, Brutus made a dash sa a He 
sprinted westward, through the peak-hour traffic, chased eh Pa 
Kleingeld had fallen and hurt his knee and was out of the k 
Halberg fired and Brutus fell to the pavement outside the Anglo- 
i ilding. 
n of The Grays described Halberg as a ‘deadly accurate 
shot’. ag 
‘Four Nations Involved in Row Over Brutus’ said a newspa 
per headline. The manner of his arrest and extradition from 
Mozambique had led to diplomatic complications which concern 
South Africa, the Federation, Portugal and Britain, said the m 
Brutus had held a valid Rhodesian passport; why had he been 
over to the South African police after entering Mozambique from 
3 ? 
a Africa’s Minister of External Affairs, Mr Eric Louw, was 
asked if South Africa had asked Mozambique for Brutus s return i 
His reply was ‘no comment’. Lourenço Marques police cea 
were asked whether Brutus’s extradition had been requested a i 
South African Government. ‘We don’t know anything about him, 
eoo by Brutus’s friends, he had been regarded - an 
undesirable immigrant, normal Portuguese procedure should have 
been to return him to the country from which he had 
(Swaziland) , or to the country under whose passport he was travel- 
| ration). 
Eon m called on Brutus in hospital to tell him p 
could not claim Rhodesian protection or intervention though he h 
been born in Salisbury and held a Federal passport recently ae 
by the Federal diplomatic mission in Pretoria; ne had s m { 
South African nationality, he was told. Brutus’s brother, Wilfred . 
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Brutus, a former merchant seaman, said his brother had never been 
issued with a South African identity card. 

The argument went on for a short while, and then withered beside 
the fact that Brutus was in the hands of the Security Branch (he had 
been removed to The Fort in an ambulance), that the Southern 
Rhodesian Government willingly relinquished any concern with 
Brutus to South Africa, and Portugal could always be relied on to 
hand political opponents of the Government over to the police, for 
South Africa was doing the same for her. The Security Branch patted 
itself on its back for one of several coups to come involving the cap- 
ture of political fugitives with the connivance of neighbouring 
Governments, and the active assistance, in informing, spying and 
kidnapping, of a white vigilante organization with barely concealed 
government backing. 


Brutus was taken to court and charged on four counts with contra- 
vention of his banning orders, among them attending a meeting, 
leaving Johannesburg and leaving the country. Mr Frank Braun, 
president of the South African Olympic and National Games 
Association, which was fighting a losing battle to keep colour-bar 
South African sport in the Olympic Games, gave evidence of how, by 
unexplained coincidence, detectives had arrived in his office at the 
moment that Brutus was in the room with members of his committee 
whom he had come to introduce to a visiting sports journalist. Brutus’s 
lawyer cross-examined the detective who had made the arrest: 

Did you know that there would be a meeting in the building on 
that day? 

Yes. 

Who told you? 

The prosecutor objected to the question. 


50 


ON LIVING IN A POLICE STATION 


The magistrate: The objection is sustained. You were asking who 


the informer was. 


Brutus was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment with hard labour, 
which he is serving on Robben Island. 


I was called out of my cell one morning and I was sure it was for 
interrogation by the Security Branch. It was a visit by the chil- 
dren, brought by my mother, and arranged at the sympathetic 
instigation of a non-political neighbour who had tugged at 
Colonel Klindt’s heartstrings by telephone. It did them good to . 
see that I looked the same and talked not of being locked up but 
of school and the cat, library books, and holidays. Shawn, a 
vulnerable thirteen-year-old, seemed closest to tears; serious wide: 
eyed considerate Gillian exerted her usual tight control; and E 
Robyn was diverted throughout the short visit by a conspiracy o 
her own. They had handed me a fistful of bubblegum on amva 
and when the time came to say goodbye, Robyn whispered in 
between her hugs: ‘It’s Ch-pp-’s Bubblegum. There are things 
written on the inside of the paper, something for you to read! 
I chewed the gum and read the wrappings: fees 
‘Did you know the skin of an elephant is an iniehuthigk? Did 
you know the giraffe has seven bones in his neck” ‘Did yon know 
the stars are hundreds of miles apart from each other?” ‘Did you 
know zip fasteners were first used in the nineteenth century? 


‘They'll leave you to sweat a while,’ a knowledgeable policeman 
volunteered. They did. For nine days. One morning I heard the 
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approach of the keys to my cell. The wardress appeared. ‘They 
want you,’ she said. 

Two men were waiting in the small interview room. The taller 
was Warrant Officer Nel. Lanky, in a drab grey suit, with sandy 
stringy hair, blue eyes as cold as a fish in an icy bowl a toneless 
voice that I never heard utter a spontaneous sound. Sergeant 
Smit was ginger, an irritable and jerky man. Liverish, it turned 
out. There was a high deal table and two chairs. The stuffing 
floated out of the seat of the one so I was offered the second. Nel 
perched on the edge of the torn seat, and Smit leaned against the 
wall. This first encounter was hedged in by formal politenesses. 

Did I know why I was being detained? Nel asked. 

No, I said. 

Patiently he read me the lesson of the day. Clause 17 of the 
General Law Amendment Act of 1963 states: 


Any commissioned officer .. . may ... without warrant 
arrest . . . any person whom he suspects upon reasonable 
grounds of having committed or intending or having 
intended to commit any offence under the Suppression of 
Communism Act, r950 (Act No. 44 of 1950), or under 
the last-mentioned Act as applied by the Unlawful 
Organizations Act, 1960 (Act No. 34 of 1960), or the 
offence of sabotage, or who in his opinion is in possession 
of any information relating to the commission of any such 
offence or the intention to commit any such offence, and 
detain such person or cause him to be detained in custody for 
interrogation in connexion with the commission of or 
Intention to commit such offence, at any place he may think 
fit, until such person has in the opinion of the Commissioner of 
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the South African Police replied satisfactorily to all questions at 
the said interrogation, but no such person shall be so detained 
for more than ninety days on any particular occasion when he 


is so arrested. 


Was I prepared to answer questions? 

I could not possibly know, I said, until 1 knew what the ques- 
tions were. But I was being detained to answer questions, Nel 
repeatedly insisted. Preliminary to prosecution? | asked. Were 
they preparing a prosecution? How could I answer questions if 
evidence was being gathered against me? I needed to know what 
the questions were before I could say if I would answer them. 

Like a pet white mouse in a toy ferris wheel, round and 
round I went. I was bored, I found to my surprise. I had been 
through this encounter so often, in my imagination, lying in my 
cell, that I was surprised not to hear them say: ‘But you've tried 
this on us so often before!’ 

Unexpectedly, Nel took a decision. ‘You were a member of 
the central committee of the Black Hand Secret Society,’ he 
darted at me. 

I answered that question — with an incredulous giggle. I was 
banned from some thirty organizations, over twenty-four of 
which I had never belonged to anyway. I had heard of a few 
dozen organizations other than those listed in the usual banning 
orders. But the whole country knew that the Black Hand Secret 
Society was an invention of the Security Branch. A reaction 
question, surely, I made a mental note. I just had time to regis- 

ter the technique when they moved in with a body blow. 

‘What were you doing at Rivonia? I filled in my stunned 


pause with nervous repetitive chatter that I could give no 
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undertaking to answer questions till I knew the full extent of 
the investigation. 


‘Why did Joe leave the country?” 

‘Why did you hold mixed parties? — ‘To mix,’ I said. 

‘What were you doing in South West Africa?” 

The questions and the few flippant non-committal fencing 
replies had become awkward. I felt the producers were noticin 
that I was missing my cues and not hearing the prompt. ° 

The sergeant had been leaning against the wall. Impatiently 
he pulled himself erect and said crossly to Nel, ‘She thinks she’s 
clever. She’s just trying to probe.’ 

He was right, of course. | knew enough for one interview. 
The Security Branch knew I had been at Rivonia. . 


Five days later the two came again. And six days after that 
They asked no new questions. Was I prepared to answer gee: 
tions? Was I prepared to make a statement? A statement on 
what? Answers to their questions they said. What questions? I 
asked. Everything, they said. They wanted to know everythin 
Secrets. Nel improved on that. “Top secrets,’ he said. 

Behind the parrying and the fencing we were baring our 
teeth at one another. 

Yes, I said precipitately, I'll make a statement. 


Nel pulled sheets of foolscap from his briefcase and held his 
pen ready. 


I said I could write it myself. 

I understand from Warrant Officer Nel, I wrote, that I am being 
detained in terms of section 17 of Act No. 32 of 1963. (I borrowed 
his copy of the Government Gazette and wrote the main drift of 
the clause.) I could not say if I would answer questions until I knew 
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whether I was being charged with any offence and until I knew the 
nature of the questions. My verbal formula of evasion filled almost 
the whole of the foolscap sheet. The two detectives carried this 
sheet of paper away. They looked relieved, I thought, that this time 
they had a sheet of paper to take back to headquarters. 

On the whole | was visited once a week. Never on the same 
day of the week twice running, rarely at the same time of the 
day. The attempts at interrogation seemed desultory. Some ses- 
sions were a toneless repetition. ‘Are you prepared to make a 
statement?” — ‘How can I? and I was taken back to my cell. 
Several times the appearance of the two detectives, or Nel 
alone, was so brief that I believed it was merely to make the file 
entry ‘Saw Mrs Slovo’ as proof that he had checked in for duty. 


One week there were two different interrogators. 

Swanepoel was squat, bullfrog-like. His face glowed a fiery 
red that seems to point to the bottle, but he swore that he had 
never drunk so it must have been his temper burning through, 
for Swanepoel’s stock-in-trade was his bullying. Higher in rank 
yet deferring to Swanepoel’s belligerence was Van Zyl, a lum- 
bering, large man who tried persuasion in a sing-song oily voice. 
Van Zyl carried ‘Grand-pa’ headache powders in his top pocket; 
he sometimes offered them to his victims. On Sundays he was 
a lay preacher, on weekdays he was Swanepoel’s interrogation 
partner. The two of them peddled a mixture of noisy vulgar 


abuse and suspect avuncular wheedling. 


I had sat around for long enough without telling them any- 
thing, they said. I had been detained to answer questions. The 
replies had to be to the satisfaction of the Minister. 
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How did they know I knew anything? I asked. They knew 
they said. I must know. I was ‘part of the set-up’. l 

‘The set-up?” I said ‘What set-up?” 

My husband, my father, they said. They knew all about them. 

Why did Joe, my husband, leave the country, Swanepoel 
demanded? He raised his voice. ‘He’s a coward.’ He bellowed 
‘He’s a coward on the run,’ . 


‘Do you really think you can tell me anything about Joe. . .? 

Swanepoel leaned forward. ‘And we know he’s sent ae 
money from Dar-es-Salaam.’ Has he, now? I said. ‘Good. it’s 
about time. And why shouldn’t he support us? l 

‘Not money for you,’ Swanepoel snarled. ‘Money for the 
movement ... We know.’ 

‘You know? Well, if you say so... 


Where did the money come from? the two wanted to know. 
They kept coming back to this question. Swanepoel bites 
and shouted; Van Zyl looked amused when | raised my voice in 
response. They demanded to know, they insisted I was there to 
answer questions and answer them I would. ‘Surely you know 
everything already? I said. ‘You keep saying so and look at the 
bulges in your briefcases, your files must be crammed full.’ Their 
briefcases lay on the table before us. ‘Oh, in those we car our 
sandwiches and bottles of brandy,’ they said. For a eee we 
were a happy joking family. 

Swanepoel tried another tack, then another. He turned to 
Van Zyl. ‘She’s too comfortable here. She’s having a holiday. 
We must have her moved to Pretoria. She won't like that.’ . 

Once again he asked why Joe had left the country. Joe is no 
fool,’ I said. ‘Has it ever struck you that he might have provided 
for this day? How can you know that I know anything at all? 
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Couldn’t he have said to me the day he left, “My dear, when I 
have gone the chances are that the Security Branch will hold 
you for ninety days to question you about me . . . so I’m going, 
but I shan’t tell you the reason why . . . It will be useless for the 
Security Branch to question you, won’t it?” 

Swanepoel’s stock-in-trade was to bully and taunt but like 
most bullies he could not himself stand being teased. His colour 
rose higher. 

‘You’re an obstinate woman, Mrs Slovo. But remember this. 
Everyone cracks sooner or later. It’s our job to find the cracking 
point. We'll find yours too.’ 


Even now I cannot write how it happened but shortly after this 
I was given two pieces of information that froze my limbs. First 
leak: a delegate present at a meeting I had attended at Rivonia 
with Mandela, Sisulu, and others had blurted information to 
the police. The Security Branch would have a list of those pre- 
sent at these highly confidential discussions, they would have 
the agenda items and possibly even an account of what each of 
us had said. Here was one revealing source of information; were 
there others? Second leak: the Security Branch was investigat- 
ing my father and my mother. My father I knew about. 
Swanepoel had made little attempt to hide his interest in him. 
Would they act against my mother too? If they had detained 
James Kantor for being Harold’s business associate and brother- 
in-law, what was to stop them detaining my mother as a lead to 
my father? The prospect of her detention unnerved me. How 
would she live in the grime and filth of a cell? The children had 
lost Joe in June, me at the beginning of August. Judging by the 
questioning of the Security Branch my father might well he in 
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hiding. I had left the children with heartache but I had the 
comfort of my mother as substitute. If she was taken, they 
would be abandoned. 

I had to find a way to warn her. I spent a day thinking about 
how to smuggle out a note, another day composing the message. 
I got out the sliver of lead hidden in the lining of my suitcase. I 
wrote the message, but then tore it up. For what if it was inter- 
cepted? Instead of forewarning my mother I would be drawing 
Security Branch fire to her. How write so that an innocent con- 
struction could be put on the words? This might be the only 
message I succeeded in getting through; there was no time to 
exchange views and debate action, the message had to be bla- 
tantly clear. 1 composed another message, and yet another. 
Repeating the text of the warning I had received would expose 
my source of information. Admonishing my mother to caution 
would be dismissed with impatience. The only way to persuade 
her to act to safeguard her own freedom, I decided, was to insist, 
for my sake and theirs, that she take the children away. With infi- 
nite trouble I wrote thirty urgent words to send a signal by a 
laborious procedure that had been devised for a time of extreme 
need. (I had previously alerted my mother that I would use this 
way to reach her.) I waited several days to send the signal out, so 
that it would be picked up as pre-arranged, and then settled down 

to wait for an acknowledgement. Nothing happened the first day, 
or the second, the third or fourth. By the fifth I was forced to con- 
clude that the signal had not got through. The transmission 
system had not worked. If I had needed any fresh reminder here 
it was: I was insulated against contact and my chances of break- 
ing the isolation even in desperate need were nil. 

During my first weeks in the cell I had been impudently 
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buoyant. I was determined to find the stamina to survive this 
war of attrition. But now I began to feel encumbered by diver- 
sionary actions. My parents, and through them the children, 
were being pulled into the line of fire. What was the eae! 
Branch planning? Who else was on the list to be detained? 
Who else had turned informer? | lay and worried, before full 
awakening in the morning, all day, even in my sleep. I was no 


longer sleeping well. | 
They have the evidence of the man at the meeting. Whose 


else? How had they tumbled on Rivonia? The shock of the 
Thursday afternoon raid a month ago surged back. Kathy had 
had his hair dyed red, making him look like the cousin of the 
Portuguese market gardener. Walter Sisulu with straightened 
hair and Chaplinesque moustache had dispensed with his suits 
and sported a pullover of vivid design like a sailor’s tattoo; he 
had had toothache that week, and had needed a gett Oe 
they bring him a dentist in his Ninety-Day derenan cell?) 
Govan in blue denim overalls had been dressed like a labourer 
but had always had a pencil in his hand, writing, drafting, plan- 
ning. A baker’s van had inched along the winding drieen 
‘Ons slaan toe!’ (Lets get cracking!) the officer in charge, 
Lieutenant Van Wyk, had said, and the van had disgorged 
policemen. Walter had leapt for the window but a police dog 
had brought him down. Handcuffs had been produced for 
Raymond, Walter, Govan and Kathy, Rusty and Dennis. They 
had taken Arthur and Hazel too. Policemen had played ball 
with Nicholas and Paul, the two young Goldreich ape and 
had asked five-year-old Paul for the names of his father’s friends. 
Labourers and domestics on the farm had been rounded up and 
put into police vans. Each now sat in a solitary cell. 
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Sequence and incident became jumbled; I found difficulty in 
disentangling my fears from the facts. I longed for what seemed 
in retrospect the untroubled emptiness of the early days in 
detention. I wrestled with decisions that had to be based on the 
flimsiest shreds of information, my ability to reason bedevilled; 
I knew, by the lopsidedness that solitary confinement would 
impose on my reasoning. Did they have enough to convict me? 
Who else was in detention by now? Who was talking? What 
was I on record as having said at the Rivonia meeting that had 
been denounced? I could not remember: meetings at Rivonia 
tended to merge into one another, and into meetings held else- 
where: there had been many. 

I embarked upon a campaign to accommodate myself to the 
Prospect not of ninety days in a cell, but years. The sooner I 
got used to the idea, I decided, the more easily I would bear it. 
Once convicted I would be able to read, study, perhaps even 
write; at worst I could store experiences and impressions for 
the day I could write. I would struggle to erase self-pity. 
Hardest of all, I would struggle not to think about the chil- 
dren. They would be elsewhere, where they could grow up 
without the continuous reminder of me in a prison, and they 
would have Joe. I had always needed him so; he would give 

the children his confidence, his optimism, his humour. It 
could have been so much worse: Joe might have been sitting 
in a cell upstairs, and by sheer lucky timing he had got away 
from the Rivonia raid and the aftermath. I had to stop think- 
ing about the children. I needed all my concentration to 
handle my own situation ... but of course | couldn’t stop 
thinking about them. 
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I was called to the interview room. A greying man in a brown 
suit was pacing impatiently up and down the corridor. 

Tm Colonel Klindt, he said. ‘I came to tell you that your 
mother was due to visit you today but she telephoned this 
morning to say that she would not be able to come. She’s ill, but 
it’s nothing serious, a stomach upset. You shouldn’t worry, I 
understand there’s a lot of it about.’ Colonel Klindt, the head of 
the largest Security Branch organization in the country, come 
personally to tell me that my mother was out of sul Pa 

‘My men tell me you’re not answering questions,’ he said. ‘Is 

ee 
nae I answer questions . . .” I reached for my patter. ‘I 
can’t say that I will answer questions until I know if I’m to be 
ted...’ 
ante re going to be prosecuted,’ Colonel Klindt said. 
‘Alone, or with others? | asked. 


‘With others.’ 


My mother was granted a visit. Colonel Klindt game to the 
prisons rarely, I gathered. For the most part he a in his office 
in The Grays supervising his squads of detective-interrogators, 
going in person on very important raids . . . and making himself 
available, when he was so inclined, to the anxious relatives of 
detainees. He dispensed visits entirely at his discretion. My 
mother danced attendance at The Grays with powers of attor- 
ney, letters from the bank, forms needing my signature. She was 
granted one request out of ten. 7 

This time she said, ‘Do you want to hear all the news, or just 
the good news?” 

‘All the news, bad news too.’ 
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thul ‘Ronnie’s been detained,’ she said. Td rather they had taken 


‘ail me. 


iil Ronnie is my brother. 


Fall Pained fetched me out for exercise. Twice while I walked up 
} and down the yard she had the heavy door opened and put her 
i head through to peer at me. The second time she called in the 
i cell warder and said in my hearing, ‘She’s got a suitcase to pack. 
xi We’d better tell her now.’ 
‘Tell me what?’ I demanded. 


‘Mr Nel said we had to get you ready. He’s coming to fetch 
you.’ 


An hour later Nel came, with a new detective, Van 
Rensburg, who, | discovered, had detained my brother and was 
in charge of this case, and a woman clerk from the CID offices 
who was released from her typewriter for the morning to act as 
escort. 

The car was driven in the direction of Pretoria. Why, I asked 
Nel, why was I being taken to Pretoria? 

f M ‘A more permanent home for you, Mrs Slovo,’ he said. 
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The car was a two-door sedan and I was put in the back with 
the escort. Nel drove and Van Rensburg swivelled round to ask 
me a question. 

‘Where’s your father?” 

‘You lock me up for two months and ask me that? How could 
I possibly know?” | 

‘Think hard and you'll probably have a good idea . . . your 
woman’s intuition .. .’ 

I had no intuition, I said. . 

He wouldn’t like to be locked up under Ninety Days, Van 
Rensburg said. He didn’t mind telling me that what he would 
miss most would be books. 

‘Really!’ I said. ‘What books do you read? 

‘Philosophy,’ he said. . F 

At the outskirts of Pretoria the car turned left into a pon 
signposted ‘Department of Prisons’. One piece of prison archi- 
tecture followed another: double storeys in concrete with fake 
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castellations and imitation towers, huge iron-studded doors 
with smaller doors in them. 

The detectives didn’t seem to know their way. Perhaps, like 
me, they were visiting the Women’s Central Prison for the first 
time. 

In the Matron’s office a bird chirped in a cage on a pedestal 
and an irritable looking Pekingese with tiny teeth bared in 
blackish gums lay on the carpet. The windows looked out on to 
a bed of snapdragons. ‘Ah, what the hand of woman can do,’ 
the two detectives cooed ingratiatingly. Nel, Van Rensburg and 
the Matron put their heads together and repeated a one 
another the instructions in Afrikaans about what to do with 
me. No visitors whatsoever, No books. No contact with anyone 
of whatever kind. 

Tve got a lovely room waiting for her,’ the Matron said. 

She looked to the doorway where a row of wardresses in 
khaki skirts, starched pink shirts and khaki forage caps perched 
on stiff lacquered hair had formed. They stiffened to attention 

and the entire row rushed forward and ranged itself about me 
when the Matron indicated that I should be escorted upstairs. 
‘Not all of you!’ the Matron ordered, and three of the 
wardresses disentangled themselves from the body of eight and 
ushered me to the stairs. I minced in my high heels and thrust 
my bosom out firmly in my charcoal suit, free to impress them 

I thought, while I was still outside a cell. I was so Pr eociupied 
with making a dignified exit that I dropped the biscuit tin I was 
carrying and had to get down on hands and knees to scoop up 
the biscuit pieces. 

The ‘nice room’ was at the head of the stairs. It was two-and- 
a-half times the size of my Marshall Square cell, as bright as the 
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previous cell had been gloomy. The bed had sheets. One barred 
window high in the wall overlooked the front of the prison; a 
second was an excellent vantage point from which to view the 
staircase. The cell had double doors: one was solid steel with a 
peephole in the centre; the inner one was of mesh and bars at 
two-inch intervals. The wardresses carried in an enamel water 
jug, a china cup and saucer and plate, a fork and a spoon, and 
a gleaming white tablecloth. My housekeeper instincts surged 
and I arranged these acquisitions in tidy rows, hung my jacket 
from the bars of the stair window, and placed my shoes under 
the bed. 

I would have an hour a day for exercise and could take my 
bath then, the Matron said. Couldn’t I bathe in the morning? I 
pleaded and the Matron conceded. I asked when I would be let 
out to the toilet. She looked at me in astonishment. ‘But you’ve 
got the po,’ she said and pulled from under the bed a large 
enamel bucket with lid. I couldn’t possibly use that, I said. I 
couldn’t and I would not. She pressed me for a reason but I per- 
sisted stubbornly without giving a reason and, afraid perhaps 
that I was reticent about divulging some intimate detail of my 
personal hygiene, she conceded again. I would be let out to 
bath in the morning, for an hour of exercise at midday, and 
briefly before lock-up time in the late afternoon to go to the 
toilet block. For the rest of the time I would remain in my cell. 

The wardresses withdrew, pulling the two heavy doors 
behind them, and the noise subsided to the ground floor below 
me. I rushed to the peephole but it looked on to a blank wall. | 
was blinkered like a horse. Only when I was taken out of my 
cell three times each day could I steal hurried glances to left and 
right of me as I was hustled up and down the stairs. This was the 
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only time I could see my surroundings on the first floor. There 
were two endless parallel corridors on each side of my centred 
cell, each corridor lined with rows of standardized barred cells 

bank safety deposit boxes for humans. But no sound came kam 
these cells. Only the one nearest me seemed to be occupied. A 
high stool stood in front of this cell which was closed only with 
the inner bar and mesh door. All day and all through the elec- 
trically lighted night a wardress perched silently on the stool. 
Inside the cell an African woman sat at a table. Her head was 
bare and lowered on her propped elbows I could not see her 
face. I never saw her look up or heard her speak. Four days in 
succession | asked the wardresses why she was guarded day and 
night. They never replied; they were under orders not to speak 
to me. On the fifth day she had been moved. I don’t know 

where they took her. I had suspected all along, and now it 
seemed confirmed, that she had been a condemned prisoner in 
the condemned cell. 

When she was taken away I had the floor all to myself. My 
cell was the posh front room of the house. It might indeed have 
passed for a room, not a cell, if not for the bars on the windows 
and the doors which propagated themselves by twilight and by 
night with the play of light on walls and ceiling. 

The window on the stairs was unrewarding as a lookout post. 
Except when wardresses came to bring me food or fetch me out 
the staircase was unused. I remained alone in my prison ae 
brooding over the activity that echoed from far parts of dHe 
building. 

To see through the larger window I had to stand on tiptoe on 
the iron bedhead and hang from the bars of my cage. 
Immediately under the window was the main road of the Prison 
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Department estate and across the way — mocking my incarcer- 
ation — stretched a splendid swimming pool, complete with 
high diving board and trampoline, lawns and flower gardens, 
and, farther afield but still well within my view, two bowling 
greens and several tennis courts. These were the recreation 
grounds of the (white) Prisons Department staff and their fam- 
ilies. From the barred window | watched weekend goings-on 
with curiosity that soon soured to resentment. Warders in khaki 
uniform would go through the turnstile at the entrance to 
emerge at the edge of the gleaming pool as the bronzed muscled 
young men of the airline travel posters that advertise Sunny 
South Africa. Their girlfriends wore bikinis and carried Italian 
straw bags. The couples sunbathed and swam, dived and 
splashed, lazed and flirted. It was as normal a scene as anywhere 
on a South African weekend and the very normality was a 
rankling affront to me. I found myself watching the arrival of 
every sporting warder and wardress to see if they would raise 
their eyes to the barred windows opposite. No one ever did. 

I hung from the bars for hours at a time. All week gangs of 
African convicts laboured in preparation for the weekends, 
sweeping, hosing, planting, weeding, rolling the grass, and trim- 
ming its edges to nail-scissor-clipped neatness. Armed guards 
stood duty over them as they worked at the bent, half-running 
jog which seems to be required prison posture and pace for 
African men. They wore dirty off-white singlets and shorts and 
were shoeless. Lean to the bone, they were animated stick fig- 
ures, incongruously subservient to the watching, armed guards 
in such carefree surroundings. By the weekends the convicts 
had been herded back into their jail; their labour was done and 
the water and the lawns lay invitingly at the feet of their guards. 
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The more distant bowling greens seemed the preserve of the 
senior prison staff and their portly figures and slow rolling gait 
told of greater dignity and heavier responsibility. 

I encountered, close up, only two members of the senior 
prison staff: the Prison Commandant, Colonel Aucamp, and his 
second-in-command, Major Bowen. 

On the second day of my stay in Pretoria my door was flung 
open to reveal the colonel. I did not know that prison regula- 
tions demand that every prisoner must stand to ramrod 
attention every time a wardress, let alone the chief, appeared. I 
had been lying on the bed and the Matron was aghast. Even she 
stood up for her colonel, she reproved me later. I reminded her 
that she had voluntarily enlisted in the force; I had not. After 
that reproof, though my stance would not have passed muster 
on any parade, | did rise to my feet whenever the Matron or one 
of her superiors came to the cell. Colonel Aucamp seemed wary 
of coming in. He stood in the doorway and looked hard at me 
with small, pig-like eyes in a fleshy face, the faintest suggestion 
of a smirk on his mouth. On the second day his smirk was a 
little wider and I decided that he was warming to the idea of 
having a woman N inety-Dayer in the clutches of his jail. By 
contrast Major Bowen was a demonstrative, garrulous man. On 
his inspection days he marched right into the cell and moved 
his swagger stick up and down in time to his query: ‘Well? 
How’s things? This is a prison and we are bound by regulations 
but if there is anything we can do to make your stay pleasant, 
you can tell us.’ Major Bowen was exceeding himself as a host, 
but by his query to the Matron accompanying him on the 
inspection we both understood that he knew nothing about the 
conditions of Ninety-Day detention. ‘Have you told her she can 
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have her family to visit?” he asked, probably thinking that as I 
was dressed in my own clothes I must be an awaiting-trial pris- 
oner. ‘Oh no!’ the Matron said. ‘She can’t see anyone. The 
Security Branch said so.’ Between us we conveyed to the major 
that I could see no one, was given no work to do, had nothing 
but the Bible to read. He was readily sympathetic. Nothing to 
read, he said, ‘Dis swaar’ [That’s hard] and then, encouragingly 
to me, ‘You'll make the best of it. Read the Book. And get down 
on your knees, down on your knees.’ 

I read the Book, from the first page to the last, first the Old 
Testament, then the New. When I reached the last page I 
started again with the first. I memorized psalms and proverbs: 


A fool’s mouth is his destruction 
And his lips are the snare of his soul 


Confidence in an unfaithful man in time of trouble 
Is like a broken tooth, and a foot out of joint 


memorizing and storing up references to my predicament at the 
hands of informers and the Security Branch. 

I revelled in the energy of the Creation and the narration of 
the exile, in the tumultuous Revelations; I skipped with impa- 
tience through the elaborate collection of taboo and ritual, the 
wearisome census reports of the Book of Numbers, the bewil- 
dering time sequences of the Chronicles. I felt close to the 
melancholy of Jeremiah and Lamentations. I wondered how 
comfort could be found, by those who use the Book for refuge, 
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in the baleful and avenging God of the Old Testament. The 
Gospels revealed a new divinity: compassionate and mansize. 
But then along came Paul with his rabbinical training to out- 
argue points of doctrine with the most astute dogmatists of the 
older school, to advocate submission to earthly rulers and non- 
involvement in questions of the righteousness of kingdoms on 
earth. 

I had been reading the Bible steadily for two months in 
Marshall Square and there were days — for all the lurid visions 
and attractive prophecies of disaster — when I could not bring 
myself to open the covers. Given commentaries | might have 
advanced to a more profound examination of the Gospels and 
Paul’s sermons and letters but the Security Branch conceded us 
the Bible not to deepen our faith and understanding and 
improve our religious erudition, but out of deference to the 
Calvinist religion of the Cabinet and the Nationalist Party 
which, mysteriously, justifies apartheid policy by its interpreta- 
tion of divine teaching, and could therefore deny the ballast of 
this theology to no prisoner, not even an atheist political. 

Giving us the Bible, they seemed to think, fulfilled the 
State’s Christian duty to us as prisoners. We had the Book and 
our consciences in solitude; the interrogation methods of the 
Security Branch would, it was hoped, do the rest. 

I stayed in the cell for all but ninety-five minutes each day. 
But I stuck to my resolve never to use the po. I hung on till the 
day shift took over from the night shift at about seven o'clock 
in the mornings and freed me from my cell to lock me in the 
bathroom block for thirty minutes. At midday I was fetched 
once again and locked in the exercise yard for an hour. Lock-up 
time was at half past four, and about twenty minutes before the 
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day shift left the prison I was let out for a few minutes. This was 
the usual routine but it was disrupted on Sundays and on prison 
holidays. In the second week after my transfer to Pretoria lock- 
up time was inexplicably brought forward to two o'clock and I 
remained locked in for a stretch of seventeen hours, still with- 
out using the po. My bladder passed the jail endurance test as 
well if not better than any other part of me. 

The day began with a hooter blast at seven o'clock and a 
great din from down below. I could not tell what was happening 
except by the bedlam clatter of tin plates and the shouting of 
orders by the wardresses. I imagined the communal cells being 
opened to let prisoners out for their platefuls of cold caked por- 
ridge, the standard prison fare in the morning. By the time it 
was my turn to be let out there were no prisoners to be seen, 
only giant trolleys on which the food must have been brought 
from the kitchen. Two wardresses — whenever I was escorted 
anywhere it was by two wardresses, a walking sentinel on each 
side of me — trotted me off to the bathhouse, and when I was 
locked inside, the sick parade of the prisoners was called. This 
was my chance to see some of the inmates of the jail. There was 
generally a delay while the wardresses went to await the arrival 
of the doctor, so I moved to the bathroom window to gaze at 
the African women. 

They wore coffee-brown wrap-around overalls and bright red 
doeks, and, under their brown skirts, short petticoats of striped 
white and blue flannel. Several of the women had young babies 
on their backs. Tied to their skirts were mugs and spoons. When 
there were no guards standing over them they relaxed in their 
own company and talked and laughed together. Several of them 
would generally catch sight of me staring at them through the 
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grille of the bathroom and point me out to the others, and we 
would make gestures to one another across the yard. 

Very soon the doctor would be ushered up the stairs into the 
room that served as a clinic and he would go through the sick 
queue like a dose of salts; judging by the rate of his progress he 
was doing little more than dispense doses of salts. 

I would be left in the bathhouse for thirty minutes, then my 
two guards would reappear and escort me back upstairs. 

By chance one day I caught sight of two white women in 
prison garb standing at the door of the hospital. They were sub- 
dued creatures with drab hair and timid movements. They must 
have been in this prison pending transfer to one of the women’s 
jails like Ermelo, Nylstroom, or Pietersburg, for Pretoria Central 
was reserved for African women serving terms of six months or 
longer. 

The gestures through the window between the African 
women and me were the only contact for the day with anyone 
apart from the prison staff. Back in my cell I would eat my 
breakfast as slowly as I could, trying to prolong the operation, 
but somehow I could never get it to last longer than twenty-five 
minutes. Then I had to pass the time of four and a half hours till 
my exercise period. 

By midday, when I was taken out, the yard was deserted (the 
African prisoners were locked in their cells for their midday 
meal) except for rows and rows of washing hanging everywhere, 
on washing lines and the split pole fence round the yard, and 
covering the grass. The prison had become a laundry. I did a 
painstaking scrutiny of every item of washing, as though it had 
been laid out for my inspection. The fence was draped with 
rough mailbags. Everywhere I looked were office towels marked 
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SAP — South African Police — which must have been collected 

from the police stations. The prize exhibits hung from the lines. 

There was every conceivable article of clothing, mostly in good 

condition. Each item was marked with a number and a well- 

known Afrikaans name. I wandered between rows of dresses, 

shirts, vests, blouses, shorts, and jeans marked Van der Merwe, 

Kemp, Prinsloo, Erasmus, Van Wyk, Buitenkamp, Rossouw, 

Potgieter, Coetzee, Van Zyl, and Du Plessis. On the last line 
three large pairs of aertex underpants with nifty American-type 
press studs hung side by side. They were marked P K Le Roux. 
P K Le Roux is South Africa’ Minister of Agriculture. 
Suddenly the shot went home. The prisoners were earning the 
jail’s keep by taking in the washing of Cabinet Ministers, 
important civil servants, and well-to-do Pretoria families who 
were having a good laundry job done cheaply and were at the 
same time aiding the rehabilitation of the country’s reprobates. 
The women scrubbed for their sins the sheets of the Director of 
Prisons and the hand-towels of the myriads of civil servants 
who stamped, cancelled, and countermanded their passes and 
their permission to remain in the city; and I took my exercise 
amidst the underpants of the Minister of Agriculture. 

I meandered round the yard, picking my way through the 
washing laid on the grass, balancing on one foot on the low pol- 
ished walls round the flower beds. Everything that could take a 
surface of polish was rubbed up daily: the paving stones, the 
large flowerpots, the window sills, the drains. The place was as 
neat as a box of pins and only a steady hum from the ground 
floor cells disturbed the lunch-hour quiet. Except for the day 
that blood-chilling screams came from a little brick building in 
the farthest corner of the yard. The building was labeled 
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Isolasie — Isolation and was the punishment block. The screams 
began in a low register at regular intervals, then mounted 
steadily in shrillness and frenzy to become a horrifyingly 
demented human siren with a noise volition of its own. Five 
wardresses moved in a body to the isolation block. They 
emerged a few minutes later. I don’t know what they said or did 
to the inmate, but the howling stopped. One of my two walking 
sentinels come to take me back to the cell that day was the 
Matron. I asked about the howling. ‘This is a prison, you know,’ 
she said. 

The Matron was an old-timer in the service. Like the others 
‘long at this game’ (her words) she was approachable, at times 
even sympathetic. She must have been thirty years older and 
thirty years longer in the service than the oldest member of her 
staff, and she was due for retirement in a few years. Her pre- 
Nationalist Government vintage was fast being replaced in the 
prison service with staffs who accept apartheid wholeheartedly 
and judge wrongdoers by apartheid lights: they despise all non- 
whites as inferiors bound, sooner or later, to land in prison; and 
they are contemptuous of the whites in jails as malicious or fail- 
ing creatures who have let their (white, superior) side down. 

The wardresses were semi-educated teenagers; in South 
Africa girls and youths can enter the prison service at the 
tender age of sixteen. Prison service seems to run in families 
and many a policeman’s daughter becomes a wardress to keep 
the service in the family. The young wardresses came on duty 
primping their hair and chattering to their fellow wardresses 
about the previous night out with their boyfriends; when the 
hooter blew they rushed off pulling straight their stocking seams 
and impatient to take up with their boyfriends where they had 
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left off the night before. They were incurious, uninterested 
creatures, callous not by deliberation but by an utter lack of 
responsiveness except on the most superficial level. They were 
unseeing, unfeeling, uncaring keepers of the hundreds of 


women whose daily lives they ran. 

Yet the young girls in uniform were less frightening than the 
prison graduates who fill the higher ranks in the service and 
become assistant matrons and matrons. These superior crea- 
tures are promoted to supervisory posts after they have emerged 
from courses laid on for the Department of Prisons by the 
University of Pretoria. The prison graduates hold certificates for 
their prowess in the theory of subjects like criminal psychology 
and penology. The youngsters are ignorant and insensitive; the 
intellectual prison viragos are high-handed, opinionated and 
inflexible: their innate prejudices against the African, the poor 
and the socially maladjusted have been moulded into doctrine 
by glib lectures on criminal types. 

South Africa is in the throes of penal reform. To this end cer- 
tain improvements, mainly for whites, in uniform, food, and 
privileges, have been introduced; but basically the prisons cling 
to the idea that their function is not reform and rehabilitation 
but vengeance. The accent is on punishment, the harsher the 
better; longer and longer sentences; less freedom; higher walls; 
thicker bars. The prisoner is locked in, his horizon shrunk to 
the area bound by the bars of his cell; he is left to do labouring 
routine for most of the week and contemplate his sins for the 
rest. The prisons are judged by their state of cleanliness, not by 
the responsiveness of the prisoners to rehabilitation, or by good 
relations between prisoners and prison staff, for of these there is 
nothing to see. ‘Netjies’ [neat, or tidy] was the word the Matron 
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most liked to use, and when she came round her gaze inevitably 
went first to the state of the bed. Hence the regulation, relaxed 
in my case, that no prisoner should use the bed between rising 
and lock-up time in the late afternoon. I could not easily read 
the Bible by the electric light because the bulb was obscured by 
a protective mesh basket; the cover could not be left hanging 
ajar regardless of what the dim covered light was doing to my 
eyesight because it would not look ‘netjies’. 

During the day the noises of the prison moved from the 
building in which I was locked to the laundries and the drying 
yards, but at night the prisoners, the guards, and a turbulent 
crowd of sounds returned. For an hour or two before the jail set- 
tled down for the night, the night-shift wardresses’ voices were 
stridently abusive. When there was a clamour from a cell the 
wardresses would bang on the outside of the door with their fists 
and yell insults and vulgarities by way of rebuke for the noise. 
They called the African women ‘swart slange’, ‘kaffermeide’ 
‘swartgat’, ‘aap’, and ‘swartgoed’ [black snakes, kaffir-girls, black 
holes, apes, and black rubbish], and the swearing seemed to 
reassure them of their elevation in authority over the inferior 
and the delinquent. But the noise did not last long and the 
stretch of night slid into quiet and loneliness for me, and over- 
crowding in the foetid stench of the downstairs cells for the 
African women who slept beside open sanitary buckets during 
the night. 


I was in Pretoria Central Prison for twenty-eight days. It was 
like being sealed in a sterile tank of glass in a defunct aquarium. 
People came to look at me every now and then and left a ration 


of food. I could see out of my glass case and the view was sharp 
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and clear, but I could establish no identity with what I could see 
outside, no reciprocal relationship with anyone who hove in 
view. In Marshall Square my sooty surroundings and the general 
air of gloom about the old police station would have justified 
melancholy, but I had been buoyant and refractory. Pretoria 
shone of bright polished steel and I grew increasingly subdued. 
My imprisonment was an abandonment in protracted time. I 
reflected on the newfound skill of the Security Branch in sub- 
jecting people to an enforced separation, a dissociation, from 
humanity. I felt alien and excluded from the little activity I saw 
about me; I was bereft of human contact and exchange. What 
was going on in the outside world? No echoes reached me. I was 
suspended in limbo, unknowing, unreached. 

I read the Bible, daydreamed, tried to shake myself into dis- 
ciplined thinking. I devised a plot for a novel. The characters 
were me and my friends, all cast in heroic mould. We planned 
and organized in opposition to the Government, called for 
strikes and acts of civil disobedience, were harassed and 
chivvied by the police, banned, and arrested. Then we were 
locked in prison cells and here | was again, grappling with life 
in acell. I did better than that. I spent hours getting behind the 
political declarations of my characters, dissecting their private 
inclinations, scrutinizing their love affairs and marriages, their 
disillusionments and idle talk. When my imagination faltered I 
turned again to the Bible. I was ravenous for reading matter. 
One day during the early part of my stay in Pretoria I was in the 
yard during exercise hour and saw a scrap of paper in the dust- 
bin for cinders from the kitchen high combustion stoves. | 
fished it out and held it between my thumb and forefinger to 
devour the words. It was a prison card and recorded prisoner's 
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name, number, crime, and sentence. Perhaps a dozen words in 
all but to me they were like an archaeological find, proof that 
some people in this society recognized the value of written lan- 
guage and were able to use it. Even better than this find was the 
ration of brown sugar that started to arrive every few days, for 
the six or eight ounces were rolled in a cone of paper, printed 
paper, torn from old magazines. This way I feasted on a few torn 
paragraphs from the War Cry, organ of the Salvation Army, and 
once only, tantalizingly, I got a short jagged piece from the 
Saturday Evening Post. Around this extract I tried to improvise 
a version of a serial à la James Bond in which all the action cen- 
tred round a jail break from Pretoria Central — my cell. 
Generally, though, my sugar ration was wrapped in an adver- 
tisement. 

Unlike the Zweig character in The Royal Game, I chanced 
upon no chess manual in a visit to Gestapo headquarters and 
even if I had I doubt if I could have summoned the powers of 
concentration to learn the game without board or pieces. | 
played childlike games in my head: going through the letters of 
the alphabet for names of writers, composers, scientists, coun- 
tries, cities, animals, fruit, flowers, and vegetables. As the days 
went on I seemed to grow less, not more proficient at this game. 
This was the time I should have been able to feed on the fat of 
my memory, but I had always had a bad memory (the Security 
Branch did not believe that one!) and had relied all my life on 
pencil, notebook, press clipping, the marking in the margin of 
a book to recall a source, a fact, a reference. Poetry that I had 
learned at school fled from me; French verbs were elusive. I 
lived again through things that had happened to me in the past: 
conversations and involvements with people, glowing again at 
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a few successes, recoiling with embarrassment at frequent awk- 
wardnesses. I put myself through a concentrated self-scrutiny 
but in a scattered, disorganized fashion and I found myself not 
with a clearer insight into myself in this abnormal situation, but 
with a diffused world of the past diverting me from the poverty 
of the present. I was appalled at the absence of my inventive 
and imaginative powers. But I determined to survive by adjust- 
ing to a state of enforced hibernation. This was life at 
quarter-pace. It was a matter of waiting for time to go by, a 
matter of enduring, an anaesthetizing of self to diminish prob- 
lems and defeat the dragging passage of days. Life in suspension 
was the perfect trap for a meandering mind like mine. 
Daydreams replaced activity and purposeful thinking. Partly it 
was confinement in a vacuum that was doing this to me, but it 
was partly a succumbing to my own nature and to the difficulty, 
which I felt acutely, of thinking and composing systematically 
without the aid of pencil and paper. 

The routine activities I could organize for myself were few, 
and, however I struggled to stretch them out, they were over 
disappointingly soon and I had to sink back again into inertia. 
I made the bed carefully several times a day, I folded and 
refolded my clothes, repacked my suitcase, dusted and polished 
everything in sight, cleaned the walls with a tissue. I filed my 
nails painstakingly. I plucked my eyebrows, then the hair from 
my legs, one hair at a time, with my small set of tweezers. 
(When I got into the sun I pulled out the strands of grey hair 
growing at my temples.) I unpicked seams in the pillowslip, the 
towel the hem of my dressing gown, and then, using my smug- 
gled needle and thread, sewed them up again, only to unpick 
once more, and sew again. The repetition of these meaningless 
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tasks and the long loneliness made me a prisoner of routines 
and I found myself becoming obsessional, on the constant look- 
out for omens. I listened for the sound of motorcar tyres on the 
gravel road outside the window, tried to guess the make of the 
car, and then climbed to my observation post to check and to 
give myself black marks if I were wrong. I found myself arrang- 
ing bets with myself on the day of the week the Security Branch 
would call; whether it would take me ten or fifteen seconds to 
suck in my breath and then dive under the cold shower in the 
mornings. I threw pips into a paper bag I used as a waste-paper 
basket; if I missed Vorster was winning, if I hit target three 
times in succession I would be released at the expiry of the first 
ninety days. 

Ninety days, I calculated the date repeatedly, did not trust 
my calculation, and did it all again. Every day I repeated that 
little rhyme ‘Thirty days hath September’ and I counted days 
from 9 August, the date of my arrest. My wall calendar had 
been left behind at Marshall Square; in Pretoria my calendar 
was behind the lapel of my dressing gown. Here, with my 
needle and thread, I stitched one stroke for each day passed. I 
sewed seven upright strokes, then a horizontal stitch through 
them to mark a week. Every now and then I would examine the 
stitching and decide that the sewing was not neat enough and 
the strokes could be more deadly exact in size; Pd pull the 
thread out and remake the calendar from the beginning. This 
gave me a feeling that I was pushing time on, creating days, 
weeks, and even months. Sometimes I surprised myself and did 
not sew a stitch at the end of the day. I would wait three days 
and then give myself a wonderful thrill knocking three days off 
the ninety. 
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Minutes, hours, days, weeks are measurements of time for 
normal living. For the prisoner in idle isolation, hours and days 
go by too slowly for them to be acceptable measurements of 
time. Rather, I decided, measure time as the period of musing 
before and after a meal, before and after a stretch of sleep, 
before and after exercise, before and after an interrogation. 

I still had my watch. I glued my eyes to the small hand and 
tried to see the passage of time. Surely if I looked hard enough, 
unblinking, I would see the minute hand move? If I could see 
time passing it would travel faster, surely. I glared at the hand; 
it moved as I stared at it, but I did not see the movement. 

I riveted my eyes to the window trying to make time pass in 
the activities of others but I was conscious all the while of what 
I was trying to do and time, I now learned, did not move while 
you watched it. Like sand dribbling through an hourglass the 
passage of time became a physical act dribbling through my 
consciousness. It seemed I had to push time on for it to move at 
all, for in my cell it had lost its own momentum. 

While time was passing it crawled. Yet when it had passed it 
had flown out of all remembrance. When I thought back I 
could not recall how previous days had passed, or what I had 
done in the weeks gone by in Marshall Square and Pretoria. 
There was so little to distinguish one day from the other. 
Feeling, experience, accumulated, but without relation to days 
or nights or artificial markings of time. The stitches behind the 


dressing gown lapel were certificates of endurance. What | had 
endured now became rapidly buried in part oblivion, like any 
unpleasant and humiliating experience. 

It was not only the pain of existing in a vacuum. It was the 
indefiniteness of it all. As the Security Branch detectives snid a 
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every possible opening: ‘This is the first period of ninety days; 
there can be another after that, and yet another.’ I was con- 
vinced that everyone, myself included, could make an 
adjustment to a known situation. Unknown numbers, many of 
them in South Africa my closest friends, are living through pro- 
longed prison terms, splendidly adaptable. But the greater part 
of this matter of adjustment is knowing to what to adjust. 
Deadly boredom can be withstood if there is an end in sight. A 
prisoner, even one facing a life term, has some security in the 
cessation of fear of the unknown. 

The Security Branch had devised a situation in which its 
victim was plagued with uncertainty, apprehension, and alone- 
ness; every day that passed in a state of active anxiety about the 
outcome of the incarceration and the purpose of the interroga- 
tion sessions stripped the prisoner of the calm, the judgement, 
and the balance which were required equipment to cope with 
continued isolation and the increased strain of interrogation 
sessions. 

Yet, I told myself, I was subjected to no beating, no physical 
pain. The passage of time in anxiety was painful, and my ulcer 
was the recording instrument of that discomfort. But theoreti- 
cally one could endure for years like this, in cold storage, with 
the pulse reduced. I was determined to endure the first spell of 
ninety days, and then make a further adjustment to whatever 
came after that. It would be ignominious to be defeated by 
enforced solitude and those inept boorish inquisitors of the 
Nationalists. Any weakening to them would be a waste of the 
unending days spent holding out against them. I would accom- 
modate myself to life in the Pretoria cell as I had done in 
Marshall Square. 
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Others were having to do the same. The cells all about me 
stood empty, but for each vacant cell near mine there was one 
somewhere else in a South African jail or police station filled by 
a Ninety-Dayer. We were all serving time. 

As the days went by I hauled myself up to the window over- 
looking the swimming bath less frequently. I did not belong to 
that company outside; I now actively resented it; it was oblivi- 
ous of me and those like me. But every now and then as 1 hung 
from this observation post, part of my world came into view, 
and then my spirits soared. 

W got out of a car. She was carrying a basket. This must be 
the day she took laundered clothes and food to Y, sitting a mile 
away in Pretoria’s Local Jail, and on her day’s prison round she 
was doing stint for my mother by bringing food for me. Y, W 
always said, was contemptuous of people who sat in jail doing 
nothing. He had organized himself a stub of pencil, kept a diary 
in the form of letters to W, and miraculously smuggled them out 


to her. 


... about myself here. My cell is approximately ten by eight. It has 
a table and a hard wooden stool, backless. In one corner is a raised 
platform on which I enthrone the sanitary pot so-called. That is all. 
There is a square window about eight to nine feet up, barred with 
wire mesh over glass that is so heavily crusted in dust that you really 
see through a glass darkly. Through it I can see the sky and just the 
tip of a brick gable of the jail hospital. Blankets and the felt mat on 
which we sleep must be kept rolled and folded against the table from 
6 am to supper. Clothes, food, toilet articles are either neatly laid out 
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on the table or kept in paper carrier bags. For some reason known 
only to the obscure civil-service mind, no suitcases or bags of any sort 
are allowed, only paper carrier bags or topless cardboard boxes. At 
suppertime shoes must be placed outside cell doors, for some equally 
obscure reason, and must remain there until breakfast. The light is 
recessed into the wall behind wire mesh so as to throw a beam of light 
across the cell and leave everything below four feet in shadow. 

I am finding the nights worse than the days. Lights out at 8 pm. I 
try to find exercises to keep me up till 8.30 but then I wake too early 
and from dawn to 5.30 is spent turning and tossing having fearful 
nightmare dreams. Quite awful and I contemplate getting up and 
pacing. But no shoes! So I just stay and suffer. I recounted to myself 
memories of childhood, not in full but to try to discover what makes 
aman face trial for treason twice in a matter of seven years. 

I pace my cell, for two hours I reckon, thinking about the silly 
tedious time-consuming and primitive jobs I have done at one time or 
other, and seen done, and then invent ways of doing them. There are 
a few good ones; there may even. be gold in them. 

Incredible how fertile one’s ingenuity becomes when there is all the 
time in the world to exercise it, no distractions or stimuli at all. 

I have been keeping a record and find that I am averaging eighteen 
words (spoken) a day. ‘Thank you’ three times for meals. ‘May I 
have a match, please?’ twice at exercise times. 

I keep my vocal chords exercised with an evening song session 
taking advantage of the captive audience, B, H, and two warders 
outside, and the quite remarkable bathroom-type acoustics of the cell 
which enable me to go from basso profondo to mezzo-soprano! 

Aided of course by the fact that I’ve cut this smoking jazz down to 
two a day for the second thirty days and intend to drop it entirely for 
the third. Just one of the gimmicks I’m trying to ensure that I stay 
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strictly non-obsessional and as non-neurotic as possible in circum- 


stances specially designed for creating neuroses. 

We exercise in a dreary enclosed yard, slate floor, cells all round 
three sides, open shower, WCs, tap in centre. We are not allowed to 
talk. We pace up and down not talking, really rather grim. 

There is sun on one side so we stick to the narrow sunny strip. 
When we first got here we could only just get our heads into the sun 
by hugging the wall. Since the search which now appears to have been 
inspired by the finding of a note from one of us in —'s Bible — silly 
clot — vigilance is at its height and even muttering in the yard is very 
difficult. 

If you could only see the searches now, they get more and more 
serious like the FBI looking for atomic secrets. Partly the reason is 
that they know there is a pen somewhere and they suspect B or me; 
partly it is that this has become a personal matter in which the warder 
seems to think his standing is at stake if he does not succeed in track- 
ing it down. 

I am unable to think of the torments the children must be having 
at school. Other kids can be such monsters over things they do not 
understand .. . l 

My nerves are still pretty jumpy but much better than the awful 
period of sixty/seventy days when I really thought I would not be 
able to see this through. Ten days ago, especially at breakfast time, 
L used to sit on my stool so utterly broken and beaten that it took me 
all my strength to get myself to stand up and face another day. | feel 
easier, less tense . . . but sleep less, wake earlier and pace the floor 
more and more. Most days I am up and pacing half an hour or more 
before the 5.30 bell and lights go on. And today, for instance, have 
been pacing almost all day except for time at writing. But sill, vel 
atively slow, controlled pacing, not the frenzied speed pathermy 
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pacing of my worst days . . . I know I am pretty close to the end of 
my nervous tether. I am at my worst at breakfast and a few hours 
thereafter, then pick up during the day. The prospect is really bleak — 
unless I am charged, which is what I hope for. Just to be able to talk 
to people! 

The prospect of another ninety days fills me with such awful 
depression and fear that I cannot bear to contemplate it. 

Am very fluttery internally, for no special reason, and feel as 
though I am as old as Father Time, and shaky as a leaf .. . 

It is hell, not just the aloneness and solitude of tedium, but the 
devilish neurotic fears, anxieties, and tensions that can work up with 
only one’s mind for company and nothing to move it to think except 
one’s own troubles. You can’t imagine what this does to you. You 
become not just the centre but the whole of your universe, your own 
fate, your own future. Nothing you do or say can possibly affect the 
life of anyone else, or so it seems. 

What little courage I have gradually erodes in loneliness with no 
one near to sustain me. 

Nothing has given me worse torment than the fear that something 
will happen to you or that you may be dragged into this nightmare sit- 
uation. This tortures me almost to distraction. On days when I 
expect you I age a year with every hour that passes. I keep telling 
myself this is madness, as it is, but reasoning does not help against 
unreasonable fear. 

I am not a very brave man, and it is the fear of the imagination 
rather than the real threats that I am not fit to stand. 

This life is having its effect. I find that with many technical prob- 
lems, for example inventing, my mind is so completely empty of all 
else that it operates with what seems to me magical clarity. (Is this 
itself a sign of madness?) But on questions which involve value judge- 
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ments, emotional assessments, I am hopelessly out of control. I no 
longer really trust my judgement as distinct from my thinking. . . 
Does Esmé know that Dennis is in chains? Both ankles joined by 
a long clanging chain, day and night, which is standard treatment for 
escapees. I think the day he was brought back here I nearly wept. 
This is really the saddest sight I have ever seen, really the saddest sight 


ever... 


Esmé did know that Dennis was in chains. S had come to see Hilda. 
‘Pue been doing Dennis’s washing,’ she said (Esmé was a thousand 
miles away in Cape Town with the two Goldberg children, trying to 
earn an income that would keep the family during the long term of the 
trial when the Rivonia men would emerge from solitary confinement 
into open court). ‘When I collected his clothes yesterday they were 
torn and bloodstained . . . I’m terribly disturbed. What do you think 
has happened to Dennis?’ The two women inspected the clothing. 
There were bloodstains on the trousers and two huge tears in the back 
of the jacket. The women thought that only police dogs could have 
ripped the cloth. (They were not to know until later that Dennis had 
ripped the holes himself and had used the jacket over his face and neck 
to protect himself from the jagged glass on the top of the fourteen- 
foot-high prison wall he had scaled in his escape attempt.) Dennis, 
the women knew, was no longer in Pretoria. He had been moved to 
Vereeniging Prison, and the alarm of the women grew when they 
realized that the food parcels they were leaving for Dennis at The 
Grays lay untouched for days. There was nothing for it but to urge 
Esmé to come north to press the Security Branch for news of her hus- 
band. Colonel Klindt was abrupt and uninterested until Esmé held 
up the gashed and bloodstained clothing. Then he told Esmé about 
Dennis’s escape attempt over an impossibly high wall and how he had 
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been caught by some mischance at just about the last wall or barrier. 
Esmé was granted a visit to Dennis. She saw him, in chains, but 
cheerful. He asked about the children and told Esmé to keep her 
courage up. As the interview ended he said: ‘Oh Esmé, don’t send in 
any pyjama trousers; I can’t get them on over the chains.’ One 
month after this Esmé was herself arrested under the Ninety-Day 
law. On the day of her arrest Swanepoel went to Dennis to put his 
proposition once again. ‘Tell us all you know,’ he said, ‘or we will 
arrest Esmé.’ 


The men arrested at Rivonia were taken out of their solitary cells on 
9 October and brought to trial on charges of organizing sabotage and 
an armed uprising against the South African Government. Sisulu, 
Mbeki Mhlaba, Kathrada, ‘Rusty’ Bernstein, Dennis Goldberg 
found to their surprise that Nelson Mandela was in the dock with 
them. Mandela had been serving a sentence of five years for orga- 
nizing the March 1961 strike and for leaving the country to speak for 
the African National Congress at the Addis Ababa PAFMECSA 
conference, but despite this the Security Branch had put him under 
Ninety-Day detention as a preliminary to the strain of the trial. Also 
joined with them in the dock were cheerful rotund little Elias 
Motsoaeledi and tall silent Andrew Mlangeni, both just out of soli- 
tary detention cells. 


I knew nothing of these events. I was shaken, though, when on 
Monday, 7 October, a smart navy blue frock and matching coat 
with a red silk lining were sent in to Pretoria Prison with my 
laundered slacks and shirts, and soup in a thermos flask. This, I 
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realized, was my mother’s warning that I should expect to be 
taken to trial any day, and her equipment for me to mingle in 
the world again. But nothing happened. The next days went by 
in yawning emptiness. 

From the time I was moved to Pretoria the visits by Nel, the 
Security Branch officer, had been perfunctory. On the average 
he came once a week; sometimes eight or nine days went by 
without a visit. Nel’s air was one of bored indifference whether 
I talked to him or not. Sometimes his visits degenerated into 
brief sterile sessions of a formal inquiry and answer. ‘Are you 
prepared to answer questions or make a statement” ‘No, | am 
not.’ 

Some days went by after the arrival of my blue dress and 
coat, and then one morning Nel had me brought down from 
the cell into the Matron’s office and he opened the interview by 
saying, ‘Well, Mrs Slovo, you have not been charged after all. 
Now you can talk.’ I feigned ignorance. ‘Charged with what?” I 
asked. ‘Ah, come now,’ he said, ‘you know you were worried you 
would be charged in the Rivonia trial.’ 

This had been the worst of the worries. For the rest of the day 
and the night | breathed in great gasps of relief. | still did not 
know what was in store for me, but this was one hurdle taken. 

I felt there was room now for me to manoeuvre in, and | 
began to agitate Nel to have me moved back to Johannesburg. 
I had no doubt that my shift to Pretoria had been to deepen my 
isolation, but it had also in part been anticipation that when | 
stood trial with the Rivonia men in a Pretoria court my cell 
would not be far away. Now courtroom and cell did not have to 
be near one another and the deathly stillness of Pretoria I 
actually missed the hustle and tumult of Marshall Square Police 
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Station — was eating away at my nerves. I told Nel how my 
ulcer was playing up and that erratic food deliveries from out- 
side — my overtaxed mother had to travel thirty-six miles there 
and back to deliver a basket — were not making the situation 
any easier. | asked Nel to convey my request to Colonel Klindt. 
He said he would but I did not trust him to, so I asked for paper 
and pen, which he gave me, to my surprise, and I addressed a 
letter to the colonel asking for a ‘transfer’ back to 
Johannesburg. 

Colonel Aucamp heard of this request and found it funny. 
Fancy a prisoner trying to arrange her own transfer; once you 
were in jail you stayed there until ‘we’ moved you, he said. He 
and I were having a wrangle of our own. I had asked to be 
allowed to purchase from the prison canteen, with my money 
locked in the Matron’s safe, a tin of powdered milk called ‘Klim’ 
so that I could make a drink of coffee extract in my cell at 
night. He refused permission for the purchase. When I asked 
the reason he said ‘Regulations’. The next time I saw him 
during an inspection I asked if I might read the regulations. He 
did not reply. One morning I was being interrogated by Nel in 
the Matron’s office when the colonel walked in. | interrupted 
Nel to ask the colonel again for permission to buy the tin of 
‘Klim’, and when he refused I asked him to give a reason. 
‘Security,’ he said. ‘Do you know what “Klim” is? I asked. ‘Yes,’ 
he said, ‘it’s powdered milk, like babies use.’ I appealed to Nel 
that babies’ powdered milk could not endanger security, and 
there and then in front of me he told the colonel that he had 
no objection to my getting a tin. The colonel was unmoved. No 
‘Klim’. 

Nel spoke a stilted awkward English. For the most part he 
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stuck strictly to the purpose of his visit, digressing rarely. Once 
or twice he departed from the strict text. Bantustans would 
work, given time, he opined, and I disagreed vehemently and 
wanted to know if one of the purposes of my interrogation was 
to get me to accept the ideology of the Nationalist Party. I 
taxed him once with the arrest of my brother, Ronnie. This was 


"after he had said that the Government used its Ninety-Day 


detention powers with unerring knowledge of who was a danger 
to the security of the State. ‘My brother could not be called a 
danger to the security of the State,’ I said angrily. The only 
chairmanship he had ever filled was that of a Johannesburg golf 
club. ‘We don’t arrest an innocent man,’ was the reply. ‘We 
know what we are doing. We assess every man before we make 
an arrest.’ ‘On the contrary,’ I jeered. ‘You arrest first, assess 


afterwards.’ 
(As it happened, my brother was released after three weeks 


in detention.) 

‘Nel enjoyed his role as interrogator in his own cold, calcu- 
lating way. He supervised the conditions of detention with 
quiet understanding and conscientiousness. When I protested 
about having nothing to read he said, ‘If you have something to 
read you will not think about my questions, Mrs Slovo.’ 

When I grew angry and protested at my continuous impris- 
onment Nel taunted me with the Security Branch formula: 
We're not holding you, you’re holding yourself. You have the 
key to your release. Answer our questions, tell us what we want 
to know, and you will turn the key in the door. Make a state- 
ment and in no time you will be back with your children.’ 

They would not permit me to see the children in Pretoria. 
One morning Nel arrived and opened the interview with, ‘I sce 
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in the Sunday papers that your children are being taken over- 
seas.’ As he had hoped, I was immediately in a state of 
agitation. When, I asked, when were they leaving? He knew 
nothing except that the news of their impending departure had 
been carried in newspaper columns. ‘I must see them before 
they go,’ I said. ‘Will you let me see them? ‘Why do you want 
to see them?” he asked. ‘You have seen them already.’ I took a 
deep breath. ‘You,’ I said, ‘are a cold-blooded callous fish of a 
man.’ ‘Why do you say I’m a fish” he muttered. 

I had not been aware the solitude was giving me a craving for 
conversation, any conversation, even with a detective, and one 
day, to my consternation, I found that his question, ‘What were 
you doing in South West Africa? set me off on a round of 
inconsequential anecdotes and jokes. I chattered and he lis- 
tened intently and suddenly took me up on my remark, ‘But 
surely you know all this . . .? You know exactly where I went 
and what I did. . . you had me followed all the time.’ How did 
I know I was being followed, he wanted to know. I had seen the 
Security Branch men, I told him. ‘Couldn’t you have been mis- 
taken? If you saw me in the street would you know I was 
Security Branch?” ‘Yes,’ I said emphatically and he looked dis- 
concerted. 

Nel and the Matron exchanged niceties one morning when 
she handed him a cup of tea through the open window during 
one of his visits. | was not listening to their conversation and 
heard nothing but the last sentence of the matron: ‘Ag, nee, 
Meneer is nog ’n klein seuntjie? [Oh no, sir, you are still a young- 
ster.] 

He whipped round to me thinking I had overheard. 

‘You think I’m just a little boy, don’t you, Mrs Slovo” 
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‘I don’t think about you,’ I lied. 

‘Would you prefer someone else to question you” 

‘It makes no earthly difference to me,’ I said, but I thought, 
Oh, for someone else. Anyone but this bloodless, impassive 
man. 

Relations between us continued in a state of unexpressed 
enmity, except for my one outburst about his callousness. He 
wanted to know what secret meetings I had been to, who had 
been at them, who supplied the money spent by the Congress 
movement, who kept it, where it was kept, what went on in 
inner Congress circles, who ‘gave the orders’, what plans there 
were for the future. I had been a journalist, I said. Everything I 
knew about I had written up in our columns; he should consult 
the files. Make a statement, he urged me. Tell about the money. 
I knew nothing about any money, I told him. ‘If they didn’t tell 
you about the money they couldn’t have trusted you?” Nel said. 
‘Trust me with money? No, I suppose not. I’m notoriously 
extravagant,’ I said irrelevantly. 

He told me once that he thought I had wasted my life. I 
might have done so much. I didn’t agree, I told him, everything 
I had done | would willingly do again. 

I was taken out of my cell one morning to meet not Nel, but 
my mother. The Grays had granted permission for an interview 
to discuss business and family affairs only. The detective sitting 
in on the interview was from Pretoria’s Security Branch staff, he 
knew nothing of me, and was not very interested. I asked my 
mother if she was taking the children out of the country. She 
had made no such plans yet, she said, and she knew nothing of 

a report to that effect in any newspaper. She had news of a dif- 
ferent kind. Colonel Klindt was away on leave but his deputy, 
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Colonel Venter, had told her that I was to face a charge at the 
end of the ninety days. I could barely ask but I did. ‘What 
charge? Possession of illegal literature, it seemed, and once 
more I was enormously relieved. But if this was their intention, 
why hold me until the end of the ninety days? My mother said 
that she had put the same question to Colonel Venter but he 
had ignored her. We had a jolly interview, my mother telling 
me that my brother had been released, and that my father was 
safely out of the country. 

I had seven days to go before the end of ninety days. That 
week I found I was talking to myself, repeating over and over 
again, ‘Now, then, get a hold on yourself. These last days will 
drag worse than any other. Take it easy. Try to coast through the 
time, not long now . . . and whatever happens you’ve made the 
first ninety days. Don’t build your hopes too high; be ready for 
a let-down. The chances are they will not let you go.’ 

Six days before the end of ninety days I was walking among 
the washing lines during exercise time when the Assistant 
Matron unlocked the yard door, beckoned to me and said I 
should pack my things, I was being taken away. There was no 
sense in my asking questions; she did not know the answers and 
if she had known she would not have told me. 

I packed my suitcase to the accompaniment of a thumping 
heart. In twenty minutes two wardresses took me down to the 
Matron’s office. The colonel was there, and two men I had not 
seen before, one with a pimple-scarred face, the other with light 
brown hair receding on an asymmetrical skull. I was breezy and 
cheerful. ‘Where are we going? I asked them. ‘To Johannesburg,’ 
they said. ‘But where in Johannesburg?’ I insisted. ‘There are so 
many places in Johannesburg, among them my home.’ The fairer 
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of the two men answered. ‘I’m afraid you’re not going to your 
home this trip,’ he said. 

The colonel teased me on the way out about the tin of 
‘Klim’. ‘Oh, yes,’ I said, ‘I hoped you were going to bring me a 
set of the jail regulations. I suspect you don’t have any.’ ‘J am 
the regulations,’ he said, and waved goodbye with his stick. 

The detectives carried my suitcase and odds and ends, signed 
for the custody of me from the Pretoria Central Prison and led 
me to their car. There I noticed, lying on the front seat, a bulky 
charge sheet made out ‘The State v. The National High 
Command’. They said nothing about serving a charge on me 
and I said nothing and kept my eyes averted from the docu- 
ment. If they were going to charge me they would enjoy making 
me endure the suspense of the thirty-six mile journey to 
Johannesburg. If they were not going to charge me, the threat- 
ening nearness of the official charge would build my suspense 
anyway. Van der Merwe, the detective with the pimply face, 
took the wheel, and J J Viktor (the Js stood for Johannes 
Jacobus) turned in his seat to watch me during the journey as 
we set off in the direction of Johannesburg. 
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Van der Merwe did little talking during the journey. He took 
the route to Johannesburg which happened to pass within half 
a mile of my house, but this might have been coincidence. It 
seemed that the two detectives knew a good deal about me. 

‘How’s Joe?’ asked Viktor. 

“Why do you call him Joe?’ I asked testily. 

‘I know him well, hasn’t he told you?” Viktor proceeded to 
recount the story of how Joe had defended prostitutes in a 
criminal prosecution and it had turned out midway through 
the magistrate’s court trial that police evidence had been col- 
lected at the instigation and with the money of a rival school of 
prostitutes. Phyllis Peake, head of the most flourishing estab- 
lishment in Johannesburg, had been determined to get upstart 
tivals out of business; well provided with police contacts, she 
had helped plan the operation in which policemen, in plain- 
clothes, or, more appropriately, with nothing on at all, had 
been surprised in bed with ladies of the rival establishment by 
other policemen — correctly dressed. Joe brought it out in open 
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court and the town tittered at the salacious complicity of the 
police in helping Phyllis Peake sustain her profits. Phyllis 
Peake’s ladies were livid. They had been in court and had been 
forced to listen as the unsavoury plot was revealed, but as soon 
as the court rose they gripped their stiletto heel shoes in their 
hands, brandished their umbrellas and set off down the corri- 
dors of the magistrate’s court to deal with Joe. He saw the troop 
advancing on him and stood hesitating. A door opened behind 
him, a detective leaned out and said: ‘This way, Slovo,’ and, 
knowing the layout of the court building, led him out of 
another exit. 

I had not recalled who the saviour-detective had been. 
Viktor claimed the honour and seemed proud of the episode. 

Van der Merwe lodged a claim too. He knew the layout of 
our house, he said; he knew we had been on holiday in 
December 1957. He had been temporarily attached to the 
investigation staff of the Linden Police Station and had inves- 
tigated a burglary of our week’s washing which had been left in 
a small outside room at the back of the house. 

Viktor said that neither he nor Van der Merwe belonged to 
the Security Branch. They were attached to Marshall Square 
and were temporarily on loan. He was normally part of the 
fraud squad; Van der Merwe was murder squad. They were look- 
ing forward to going home. 

There was conversation during the drive back — unlike the 
drive to Pretoria when Nel and Van Rensburg had ignored me 
after the start of the journey and after a few of their barbed 
remarks had gone home. But between Viktor and me there was 
an atmosphere of bristling animosity. He was provocative; I was 
waspish. And felt all the better for it. 
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As we drove past the new South African Air Force monu- 
ment, a jagged concrete wing stabbing the sky, he asked if I had 
ever considered how useful it could be. 

‘Useful for what?’ 

‘You could get a good view from it for military intelligence.’ 

‘Oh, how stupid can you get? I snorted impatiently. 

I delivered myself of a tirade against the sadistic use of soli- 
tary confinement and the denial of reading material. 

‘What would you read if we let you? asked Viktor. ‘Isn’t the 
Bible good enough for you” 

Somehow we got on to brandy. Viktor wrote on the back of 
his cigarette box the name of a brand I recommended. By now 
I realized I was going back to Marshall Square and the thought 
of a.jail I knew was infinitely more comforting, however 
unpleasant those cells really were, than one I did not. When I 
was led to the counter of the charge office where I was booked 
in as a prisoner and I saw the face of the sergeant I had known 
from my last stay there, I forgot myself and cried. 

‘Oh, home again!’ 

‘Home?’ queried Viktor, with a frown. 

‘Yes,’ I said gaily. ‘And if you come again bring a bottle of 
that brandy.’ 

The cell warder who took me to the women’s section gave 
me the choice of cells, and from this I deduced that Hazel had 
been released and I was the only white woman in Ninety-Day 
detention. I could go back to my old cell on the edge of the 
Marshall Street pavement, or I could take the cell, cut off from 
the others, that was in the tiny women’s exercise yard. ‘Take 
that one,’ the warder urged. ‘It’s the lucky cell; Mrs Goldreich 
was released from it.’ 
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I decided that the warder had more confidence in luck than 
I, but I took his advice. I unpacked and settled in. The cell was 
somewhat larger than my former one, and it was less sooty and 
noisy. I didn’t notice the passage of that day. I lay thinking 
about Hazel and the thrill of her release; though it had taken 
place about a month earlier, this was the first news I had of it. 
The Marshall Square routine came into play again, and as the 
cell door opened for shift changes and inspections I greeted 
familiar faces and was comforted. 

Business at the station seemed slack that week and I was 
the only occupant not only of the cells used for solitary deten- 
tion, but of the entire women’s section. I could take my time 
over my wash the next morning, use both the bucket of hot 
water and the shower and, most exciting of all, I would creep 
into my former, now vacant cell, climb on the bedstead and 
crane my neck round the electric light pole to read the day’s 
news poster. 

As though in celebration of my return to Johannesburg the 
news vendor had planted the poster full face towards me. They 
were short words, centred, and there was no doubt what they 
said. But what could they mean? 


DEAD 
MAN 
BANNED 


Looksmart Solwandle Ngudle was his name. Looksmart because that 
was the impression he gave: resilient, resourceful, optimistic. Neudle 
was his family name. Solwandle was the name of the family that had 
part adopted and educated him. He had been one of the live wires of 
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the Cape Town African National Congress, the political organizer 
whom no hardship could subdue, his associates were convinced. 

The Ninety-Day law was promulgated in May. On 19 August 
Looksmart was detained. On 5 September, sixteen days later, he was 
found dead in his cell. A short news item to this effect appeared in the 
daily Press. 

Looksmart was the eldest son of sixty-year-old Mrs Maria 
Ngudle. She lived in Middledrift in the Ciskei. On 15 September a 
policeman came to see her. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘your son was 
arrested.’ (She did not know. This was the first news she had of 
Looksmart’s detention.) ‘We are instructed to say that he has passed 
away in Pretoria.’ Mrs Ngudle went for help to the African attorney 
in Middledrift. But he too had been detained under the N inety-Day 
law. She went farther afield, to lawyers in Alice. Five days later, on 
20 September, a rail warrant to Pretoria arrived for her. She left 
immediately and arrived in the capital on Sunday morning. 

‘I was going alone looking for this place,’ she said. ‘I was shown 
the prison in Pretoria by some people. I said to the African police- 
man, “I have come for Looksmart’s funeral.” The policeman took 
down my name. He asked me if Looksmart was sentenced to death. 
I said I did not know, I only knew he was arrested. The policeman 
said he would go and look. He came back. “We have buried him 
already because we can’t keep a dead person. How can we help 
you?” I said, “I want his clothes.” He said there were none. He gave 
me a note to another prison. Again there I was asked if he was sen- 
tenced to death. I said I did not know. I was sent back to the other 
prison. I was seen by the same policeman who had seen me before. 
I was sent upstairs to some white policemen. I felt they were playing 
the fool. I went home. I could not find out what the cause of death 


, 
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Attorneys took over. In Johannesburg Joel Carlson sat on the 
telephone. The Prisons Department, the police, were evasive. No 
one seemed to know where Looksmart had been buried. Reference to 
a high authority was referred, in turn, to a yet higher one. Once, 
during a telephone conversation, a senior Prisons Department 
spokesman dropped his guard. ‘Do me a favour,’ he said, ‘go to the 
Security Branch.’ 

A date was finally fixed for an inquest. Suddenly it was postponed 
for eight days. More suddenly still it was brought forward ten days 
and the attorney was given forty-eight hours’ notice that the matter 
was proceeding earlier ‘on instructions of a higher authority’. 

Advocate George Lowen had been briefed: ‘The deceased in this 
case was a Ninety-Day detainee. A man in good health . . . who was 
found dead in a cell. News of his death aroused widespread unease 
because there is a curtain of silence hanging over those people 
detained . . . The news was given to his family only ten days after his 
death . . . The mother was given a rail warrant to attend the funeral 
of her son in Pretoria . . . When she got there she was told the body 
had already been buried ... The burial had taken place on 16 
September after the body had been kept for at least ten days . . . but 
then was buried suddenly in spite of the issue of the rail warrant to 
the mother .. > Why had the inquest been delayed, then rushed to 
court? There had been no time to gather witnesses or medical advis- 
ers, no time to take proper instructions. ‘We don’t know if this was 
murder or suicide. It is very strange that so much darkness is hang- 


ing over the whole affair.’ 

The plea for a postponement was granted. 

In the intervening ten days two things happened. 

Security Branch detectives arrived unannounced at Middledrift, 
put Beauty Ngudle, Looksmart’s widow, into their car and drove 
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towards Pretoria. Along the way they produced a statement for her 
to sign, that she had no wish to be legally represented. 

On a Monday morning the court assembled at 10.30. The 
Prosecutor queried the locus standi of the instructing attorney. In 
his hand he held the sheet of paper with Beauty Negudle’s signature 
on it. The attorney held a sheet of paper in his hand: it had been 
delivered to him in court only fifteen minutes earlier. It was an 
affidavit from Looksmart’s brother, Washington, saying that he 
did not want to be represented by the attorney. The Prosecutor 
conceded. 

Two days before the inquest was due to be resumed, Johannesburg’s 
evening newspaper published the ‘Dead Man Banned’ news, that 
Looksmart Solwandle Neudle had been banned under the Suppression 
of Communism Act. The Government Gazette announcement was 
dated 25 October, but the ban had actually been served on 19 August, 
the day that Ngudle had been detained. 

Luthuli, Mandela, Sisulu, Slovo, Dadoo, Bunting, Alex La 
Guma, Lilian Ngoyi, Ronald Segal, Patrick Duncan, Helen 
Joseph, Dr Jack Simons, several hundred South Africans, 
Communist and non-Communist, even Anti-Communist, had 
been banned under the Suppression of Communism Act. This 
meant that they could be arrested if they took part in any political 
activity or attended a gathering. It also meant that no statement by 
them, on any topic whatsoever, could be quoted or published. In 
the Ngudle inquest it meant, said counsel, that ‘nothing which was 
ever stated by the deceased or by anybody else who was banned, 
can be quoted ... We have to withdraw from these proceedings 
with the utmost regret.’ The only evidence of the circumstances 

which might have led to Neudle’s death would be the testimony of 
banned persons, fellow prisoners of the dead man. How could 
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such testimony be produced in court if there was fear that prose- 
cutions would ensue? 

The Minister of Justice, Mr Vorster, claimed that the withdrawal 
of the lawyers had been for political reasons. A court, as a privileged 
forum, could hear statements by the banned, and an inquest pro- 
ceeding was a court. In the inquest proceedings themselves, there had 
been long argument over this. Then at last the Minister announced 
that he would permit the publication of statements by banned persons 
in inquest proceedings providing that the proceedings were not used as 
a political forum. 

Suddenly the stillness enveloping the fate of the detained in their 
cells was broken. The bush telegraph in the jails began to work. It 
was November and detainees arrested between June and October in 
many parts of the country were being centralized in Pretoria prison: 

those scattered by twos and threes in different police stations were 
being taken to Police Central barracks for interrogation. 
Interrogation under torture. 

By some irrepressible process the start of the Ngudle inquest sud- 
denly opened windows into rows of cells. The trickle of information 
was cautious, hesitant. JT was arrested in the same Elsies River 
house as Looksmart; they had been held in Cape Town cells at first, 
then been driven by car to Pretoria. ‘Looksmart looked all right when 
I saw him but when he arrived at Laingsburg to get petrol, Looksmart 
told me his body was sore. He said that he had been beaten by the 
police that morning at Caledon Square Police Station.’ In Pretoria T 
had been separated from Looksmart, but on the following day they 
had met again to have their fingerprints taken and, ‘Looksmart 
appeared to be in good health.’ Five days later T was taken into a 
room for questioning. ‘I saw Looksmart leaning against the wall next 
to the door that I went through. We did not speak to one another. 
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Looksmart did not seem himself. He looked paralysed. His head was 
bent forward and his hands were clasped together. I did not notice 
any bruises on his face. I did not notice whether his clothes were 
bloodstained. He looked worried. When I came out of the room after 
approximately one and a half hours Looksmart was no longer there. 
I never saw Looksmart again.’ 

Seven days after that Looksmart was seen by LM. They had 
both been taken to the Central Police Barracks. ‘I saw Looksmart 
with six Security Branchers, whites, and an African Security 
Brancher. They were standing next to me. I could see and hear it 
all. One Security Branch man was from Cape Town. The first 
thing I heard was: “If you talk you will be allowed to go.” He, 
Looksmart, was looking down. He looked as if he did not know 
which one to answer. They were all asking him questions. The 
Cape Town one said, “You must tell us the truth or else tomorrow 
you will be here again and if you don’t tell us the truth we will kill 
you.” He was speaking in English. Looksmart did not answer. He 
never said a word. Then the Cape Town one pulled his beard and 
said, “You must tell the truth.” They pulled his head up and down. 
Looksmart had been looking down. When his beard was pulled he 
moved back a bit but he said nothing. Then the Cape Town one 
said, “Go and think it over and we will see you tomorrow.” We 
were taken out together and I asked Looksmart in Xhosa what was 
wrong. He said, “These people say they will kill me tomorrow” . . . 
in the car I made a sign to him saying, “Did you make a state- 
ment?” He shook his head indicating “No.” I gave Looksmart 
cigarettes without the Security Branch man seeing. He said, “Man, 
I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow.” He seemed very 
worried about tomorrow.’ 

By the time that the inquest was resumed on 26 November, 
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Advocate Vernon Berrange was representing Looksmart’s relatives, 
and he had the statement of a prize witness up his sleeve. This was 
Isaac Tlale, the man who had been handcuffed to Looksmart during 
a torture session. The very first revelations of the torture of Ninety- 
Day detainees had been carried not in South Africa but in the British 
Observer of 3 November. The Commissioner of Prisons had dis- 
missed the extracts of statements by prisoners as ‘utter nonsense’. 
The statements, said General J M Keevy, Commissioner of Police, 
were ‘a lot of bunkum’ . 

When the inquest proceedings opened Vernon Berrange set to 
work cross-examining the police witnesses brought to court by the 
State. They included Detective-Sergeant Ferreira, Detective 
Strumpher, Major Frederick Van Niekerk. It was established that 
detainees were generally taken for questioning to Pretoria Central 
Station; that there were about fourteen members of the Security 
Branch then working on the questioning of suspects. Strumpher said 
Looksmart had ‘become a coward’. Not, he insisted under cross- 
examination, because of the treatment to which he was being 
subjected. The day before Looksmart’s death Strumpher had handed 
the prisoner over to Detective-Sergeant Ferreira. It was Ferreira who 
had originally arrested Looksmart and had seized from his hideout 
African National Congress booklets, a typewriter, rubber gloves, 
chemicals and plastic bags. 

Berrange cross-examined Ferreira in detail about the progress of 


the interrogation sessions with Looksmart. 

‘When he was told he would be charged with sabotage Looksmart 
admitted nothing?’ — ‘He was warned in terms of the judges’ rules.’ 

‘Now, he had elected to say nothing and then it was decided to 
arrest him for ninety days?’ — ‘That is so.’ 

‘In the hope that you would be able to get him to say something 
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about other people?’ — ‘In an attempt to solve the sabotage cases in 
the Cape.’ 

‘So he was detained in terms of ninety days in the hope that you 
would be able to get him to implicate other people in regard to acts of 
sabotage in the Cape?’ — ‘That is so.’ 

‘And indeed you had such strong evidence against this man you 
weren't in the slightest bit interested whether he made a confession 
about his own misdeeds or not?’ — ‘No.’ 

‘You wanted evidence about other people?’ — ‘That is so.’ 

‘And in order to get such evidence it was considered that it would 
be a good thing to lock him up for ninety days ?’ — ‘That is so.’ 

‘You first suggested to him that he make a statement that would 
implicate other people on 4 September?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘He had already been taken from Pretoria North to the Central 
Police Station on six different occasions?’ — ‘Five.’ 

‘On 27 August what did you talk to him about?’ — About his 
health, his well-being, whether he wanted to write to his wife, etc.’ 

‘Not one word passes your lips in which you say to him, “Now, 
Looksmart, are you prepared to implicate your friends?”’ — ‘That’s 
quite right.’ 

"You wanted to gain his confidence first by kindness?’ — ‘That is so.’ 

In the following days Looksmart was photographed and he was 
taken before two policemen who showed him certain exhibits and 
pressed him to say who had made them. One of the policemen had a 
list of names of people about whom he wanted information. 
Looksmart was still being stubborn, said Ferreira. 


Berrange resumed: 

‘And then suddenly on the fourth, the next visit, he told you — up 
to this stage you had got nothing out of him — then for the first time 
he suddenly said to you “I’m prepared to talk” ?’ — ‘That is right.’ 
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What brought on the change, Berrange demanded? Ferreira 
denied that Looksmart had been ill-treated, that he had undergone 
torture, that electrical devices had been used to make him talk. 

‘He had suddenly become a coward?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘You don’t know why?’ — ‘Why? I don’t know why.’ 

‘You don’t know why. It’s a mystery to you. I think the time has 
now come for me to put to you the type of evidence that I’m going to 
produce to this court; and that evidence will be to the effect, and I want 
to tell you that I’ve got twenty witnesses who will testify to this, twenty, 
that during the time of their detention . . . when they were taken... . to 
Pretoria Central, each and every one of them was subjected to the most 
gross brutalities. You know nothing about that?’ — ‘No.’ 

Major Frederick Van Niekerk was the next policeman in the wit- 
ness-box. 

‘This man Looksmart was obviously regarded by your department 
as being a person who could give a tremendous amount of informa- 
tion?’ — ‘He was regarded as the key figure, yes.’ 

‘Therefore the police would have regarded it as highly important 
for them to be able to get him to talk?’ — ‘It would have eased mat- 
ters for us a great deal had he talked...’ 

‘If a detainee, this man or any other, on being interrogated after he 
has been detained says, “I am not under any circumstances prepared 
to give you any information whatsoever” , do you leave him alone or do 
you take further steps?’ — ‘Well, he has got to be asked again.’ 

‘And again?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘And again?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘And again?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘And again?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘I see, the idea is to wear him down, I suppose?’ — ‘I make no 


comment.’ 
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‘What is the idea? You give me your comment.’ — ‘Well, he is 
there to give information, that’s why he is detained.’ 

‘But if he has said to you, “Even if I’ve got it, I won't tell you”? 
Are these repeated interrogations for the purpose of wearing him 
down?’ ~ ‘No.’ 

‘Well, what are they for?’ — ‘To extract information from him.’ 

‘The idea is to keep on questioning him to see whether he will 
change his mind?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘Supposing we had a case of a suspect who was detained because you, 
the police, genuinely believed that he could give certain information and 
if in fact your belief was wrong and this man couldn't give information, 
would you keep on questioning him over and over again?’ — ‘The ques- 
tion is whether we genuinely believed that he could give information?’ 

‘Yes, I’m putting it on that basis.’ — ‘I would question him, yes.’ 

‘You would, over and over again?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘That would be a dreadful thing to happen to a man, wouldn't it, 
if in fact you were wrong?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

Mr Berrange called his first witness. It was Isaac Tlale, fifty-year- 
old general dealer from Alexandra Township, father of five children, 
Ninety-Day detainee. 

‘For how many hours of the day were you kept locked in your 
cell?’ — ‘Since I arrived at this place I was never allowed out of the cell.’ 

‘What happened when your cell was cleaned?’ — ‘I used to be pro- 
vided with a broom, I used to sweep the cell, and when they bring in 
my food they usually take the rubbish out.’ 

‘Were you allowed any time for exercise, half an hour or an hour 


’ 


for exercise?’ — ‘No. 
‘And what sort of food did you get?’ — ‘A piece of bread.’ 
‘What else did you get besides bread?’ — ‘I used to live on bread 


alone.’ 
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Tlale began the account of how one day towards the end of 
August he had been taken to Pretoria Central Police Station where 
he was handcuffed to a chair and assaulted by one whom he called 
‘Baas Kappie’. He had fallen from the chair, the leg of the chair had 
broken, and with this Baas Kappie had hit him on the head. 

The Prosecutor rose to argue that this evidence was not relevant. 
‘We are not here concerned with what happened to other people; we 
are only concerned with the deceased.’ 

Berrange: ‘You will be able to see at a later stage the relevance of 
this.’ He continued leading Tlale’s evidence. 

‘Now you say that you were hit on the head with a portion of a 
chair, that you were taken by the throat and that you were kicked?’ — 
‘Yes.’ 

‘And during this time what were they trying to get you to do?’ — 
‘They wanted me to admit that I am the person who organizes the 
recruiting for the business.’ 

‘Thereafter were you taken anywhere else in the building?’ — 
‘They took me to another place.’ 

‘Is it a room?’ — ‘It is an office.’ 

‘And who was in the office?’ — ‘I found a Bantu male sitting in 
that office.’ 

‘At that time did you know his name?’ — ‘No.’ 

‘Did you learn his name later on?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘And what, later on, did you find his name to be?’ — ‘Looksmart.’ 

‘Now after you had been taken into this place which you call an 
office in which you found Looksmart sitting, were you then called to 
another room?’ — ‘I was then called to another room.’ 

‘Yes, and what happened to you?’ — ‘They asked me if I was still 
denying. I said I don’t know anything. I was then asked to hop.’ 

‘Indicate what you mean.’ (Witness then indicates.) 
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‘I see, did you do that until you got tired?’ — ‘I did that until I got 
tired.’ 

‘And were you still denying?’ — ‘I was still denying.’ 

‘What were you then told to do?’ — ‘I was told to undress.’ 

‘Did you do so?’ — ‘Yes, I did.’ 

‘And then, where were you told to go?’ — ‘I was handcuffed, there 
were two chairs which were joined together, I was asked to sit on 
those two chairs.’ (Witness indicates.) ‘I was sitting in this way, my 
hands were handcuffed, in between my knees they inserted a broom 
handle, thick.’ 

‘Below your knees and above your arms?’ — ‘Above my arms and 
below my knees.’ 

‘So that you were pinioned then?’ — ‘Yes. 

‘What happened to your head?’ — ‘My head was covered with a bag.’ 

‘And what happened to your hands?’ — ‘I could feel that some- 
thing was tied to my two small fingers.’ 

‘And during this time you were being addressed, were they talk- 
ing to you, asking you to do anything?’ — ‘They were asking me 


? 


continuously whether I was still denying.’ 

‘Did you continue to deny?’ — ‘I continued denying.’ 

‘What was the next thing you felt?’ — ‘I then felt my body was 
burning. I felt as if something was shocking me.’ 

‘Have you ever had an electric shock?’ — ‘Yes, I had it when I was 
repairing a motor car.’ 

‘The same sort of thing?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘How many times can you remember were these shocks put 
through you?’ — ‘They did it twice.’ 

‘What happened to you ultimately?’ — ‘Thereafter I lost my con- 
sciousness. The next thing I remember was standing next to a table 
signing a document.’ 


PUTTING ON THE PRESSURE 


‘Did anybody hold your hand?’ — ‘One constable was holding my 
hand.’ 

‘Was this a document that had any writing on it or was it blank or 
what was it?’ — ‘I could see on this piece of paper on top was written 
my name and address.’ 

‘And the rest, was it blank or had it writing on?’ — ‘It was blank.’ 

‘And the sheet of paper on which you signed your name, was that 
the same sheet of paper, or can’t you remember?’ — ‘It was not the 
paper which had my name on it.’ 

‘And thereafter where did you go?’ — ‘They said I should go and 
clean myself.’ 

‘Why did you have to go and clean yourself?’ — ‘I had messed 
myself up.’ 

‘You defecated into your trousers?’ — ‘Yes ... I was taken to a 
latrine, I took a piece of paper and wiped out my trousers.’ 

‘And then you were taken back to your room in which you found 
this man whom you later found to be Looksmart?’ — ‘Yes.’ 

‘What happened to him?’ — ‘The constable called him by name 
and said, “Looksmart come.” It was then that I knew the name was 
Looksmart.’ 

‘Did he go to the room from which you had come?’ — ‘When he 
left this room he went in the same direction that I had gone to.’ 

‘Was he away for any time?’ — ‘He was away for quite a time, 
approximately thirty minutes.’ 

‘And when he came back, how did he look?’ — ‘When he came 
back he was full of sweat in his face.’ 

‘What was the colour of his face, had the colour undergone any 
change?’ — ‘His colour had changed to green.’ 

‘He looked green and did he look well or did he look sick?’ — ‘He 
looked sick.’ 
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‘And where did he come and sit?’ — ‘He came and sat in front of 
me, next tome.’ 

‘Were you manacled, were you handcuffed, or were your hands 
free?’ — ‘I was handcuffed, one hand was then made loose and they 
handcuffed one of Looksmart’s hands.’ 

‘The two of you were then handcuffed together?’ — ‘We were then 
handcuffed together.’ 

‘What did he say to you when he came to you?’ — ‘He then asked 
me whether I came from the electric?’ 

‘Yes, and what did you say?’ — ‘I said yes.’ 

‘And in that time had anything been brought to you to eat?’ — 
‘They brought fish and bread.’ 

‘Did he eat any food?’ — ‘He did not eat.’ 

‘Did you ask him why?’ — ‘I asked him why and he said this elec- 
tric gave him some pain.’ 

‘Would you give the exact words, because you gave them to me 
when I interviewed you. When you asked him why he didn’t eat, 
what were the words he used? Please give the words in Xhosa.’ 
(Words in Xhosa given.) 


‘What does that mean?’ — ‘That means, “It’s hurting me very 
bad.” 


Tlale said he was questioned on numbers of occasions and was 
told that if he did not ‘admit’ he would be kept in jail for ten, twenty, 
up to thirty years, and would be killed. 

(Isaac Tlale was taken from court back to his cell. Some months 
later he was brought to trial with two other members of the African 
National Congress. The evidence against him, his defence lawyer 
said, was slight and contradictory. Tlale refused to go into the witness 
box to clear himself, because he anticipated that the Prosecutor would 
ask him questions that might have implicated others, and he refused 
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to be a party to that process. He was found guilty and sentenced to 
eleven years’ hard labour. He is still in prison.) 

The inquest proceedings adjourned and then reconvened to 
inspect the state of Zephaniah Mothopeng, teacher of mathematics, 
science and music, and close friend since their student days of the 
writer Ezekiel Mphahlele. Mothopeng had been arrested after 
Sharpeville and had served a two-year prison sentence. A year later 
he was arrested again, but his case was postponed in the cells below 
the Johannesburg magistrate’s court without his being brought into 
open court. Four months later he was brought to trial, but the 
charge was withdrawn. Then, immediately afterwards, he was 
arrested again, and told that he was being detained for ninety days. 
He was pressed to give evidence against the Reverend Arthur 
Blaxall, who was charged with paying monies to the illegal Pan- 
Africanist Congress, but Mothopeng refused. He got the full 
torture treatment after that. He had been told that someone else 
had been killed in the room where he was being given electric shocks 
and that he too would be killed and his body thrown away, and no 
one would know about it. He felt he was ‘going off my head’. He 
found himself in the jail hospital. The inquest proceedings were 
convened in the prison where Mothopeng was later confined, and 
the medical assessors recorded, ‘Court inspects his fingers. Base of 
the index finger on the dorsal aspect is a superficial lesion of the 
nature of a superficial erosion approximately five mm in diameter, 
etc., etc.’ 

Mr L told the court that he had been taken to the mortuary to 
identify Looksmart’s body. One of the police officers said to him, ‘We 
are at war and your life really means nothing.’ 

By this time the inquest court had become restive. The evidence of 
the conditions and treatment of other detainees was irrelevant, the 
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Prosecutor argued. The court ruled that evidence called by Mr 
Berrange was inadmissible. 

Berrange protested. ‘I, at the inception of these proceedings, made 
it clear that I proposed to call evidence to establish a brutal system of 
ill-treatment by the police of prisoners in Ninety-Day detention. In 
view of Your Worship’s ruling it now becomes apparent that not only 
am I prevented from leading this evidence of a systematic technique 
of torture on other prisoners, but also that the evidence of Mr Tlale 
now becomes inadmissible and irrelevant. I have no option but to 
withdraw from these proceedings.’ 

The magistrate returned a verdict that Looksmart Solwandle 
Ngudle had committed suicide by hanging himself, and his death was 
not due to ‘any act or omission involving or amounting to an offence 
on the part of any person’. The verdict ended the attempt to produce 
further evidence of the treatment of detainees but it was too late for 
officialdom to try to stifle that. Looksmart by his death and Tlale by 
his courage had lifted the lid for the first time on the systematic resort 
to the torture of Ninety-Day detainees by the Security Branch. 


The detective who had me taken out of my cell on the first 
morning after my return to Marshall Square brought not a tor- 
ture instrument, but a piece of bait. I was still in a state of 
euphoria at being out of the numbing stagnation of Pretoria, 
though nagging away at my mind and my nerves was the 
knowledge that I now had only five days to go before the end of 
ninety days. As I walked towards the interview room I saw 
Viktor standing at the door. ‘Did you bring the bottle” I asked 
him. He handed me a bottle. Not brandy but a small bottle of 
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eau de cologne that must have dropped out of my handbag on 
to the back seat of the police car in which I had been driven 
from Pretoria. He had come for more purpose than just to hand 
the bottle back, it seemed. He appeared anxious to talk. He 
talked about himself. He was a keen member of the fraud staff 
in the CID. His finest hour had been the conviction he had 
secured against ‘Babyface’ Goodwin, an old hand at fraudulent 
deals who had somehow achieved the forgery of a liberation 
warrant that had got him out of The Fort where he was being 
held for trial on a series of offences. Goodwin did a Houdini act 
not only out of prison but out of South Africa and he had man- 
aged to get into the United States, where Viktor had been sent 
to bring him back once the extradition order had been 
arranged. By then Goodwin had moved to Canada. Viktor 
cooled his heels in the States, and so cool were they that he 
even took himself to watch a session of the United Nations, 
though the picketing against South African apartheid incensed 
him. He was thirty-four years old, already a lieutenant, and his 
good results in the previous promotion examination in the 
force boded well for his future career as a policeman. He was 
keen to get back to the fraud staff, he said, he was not really at 
home with the Security Branch. 

He didn’t think I was really at home in a police station. Why 
didn’t I get myself out of this mess? I need only answer ques- 
tions, and I would be free. How did he know I knew anything? 
I asked. ‘You know. You know plenty. I know that you know,’ he 
said. 

I let fly at Ninety-Day detention. The Security Branch fol- 
lowed me, opened my letters, tapped my telephone, compiled 
a dossier on me. Then they had me arrested. They were my 
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jailers. They were my prosecutors and my persecutors. And he 
tried to persuade me that if I talked to him the Security Branch 
would sit in calm judgement in my case, act not only as pros- 
ecutor but as jury and judge, and come to a free and 
unprejudiced decision on my future. I trusted no undertakings 
of any kind by the Security Branch, I said. I simply did not 
trust them. And as for information, I knew nothing of any 
interest to them. 

‘If you know nothing,’ said Viktor, ‘that’s all there is to it. 
You can’t have it both ways.’ 

He had an idea to put to me. I knew, he said, that when I was 
arrested the police had found a copy of Fighting Talk in my 
house, and I knew that this was a banned publication in terms 
of the Suppression of Communism Act. Well, the Attorney 
General preferred charges, and the matter of a trial for posses- 
sion of illegal literature was strictly the decision of the Attorney 
General, but it was not impossible that Colonel Klindt could 
put in a word for me. 

‘What sort of a word?’ I asked. 

Well, he didn’t like bargaining and he was striking no bar- 
gain and making no conditions, but if I were prepared to answer 
questions and give information it might happen that the pros- 
ecution would be dropped. 

‘You’re only a junior officer,’ I said. ‘How can you make a 
proposition for the Branch?” 

He said he could. That was not good enough for me, I told 
him. I would prefer it if he went back to his superior, Colonel 
Klindt, and brought his seal to this proposition. Viktor said he 
would do that, and he would return the following Saturday 
morning. 
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No one came to see me on the Saturday. I reflected on the 
naivety of the detective’s proposition. Sunday was always a dead 
day in the cells. The men on duty put their feet up when no one 
was looking and read the Sunday comics once they had done 
the minimum of bookwork required of them and had admitted 
the few errant characters who got themselves into a jail on a 
Sunday. There was still no one in the women’s cells, and the 
wardress let me out into the small courtyard and left me in the 
sun for longer than the stipulated hour. I was worrying about 
the outcome of the first ninety days, yet trying not to. The 
wardress unlocked the heavy door into the yard and I prepared 
to go back into the cell. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Someone to see you.’ 


A Sunday visitor. It was Lieutenant Viktor, squeezing in duty 
on a Sunday between Church and midday dinner. He apolo- 
gized that he had not called on the Saturday; he had been busy. 
But he had talked over with Colonel Klindt the matter he had 
discussed with me, and he was authorized by the colonel to say 
that he, Colonel Klindt, approved of the proposition. 

I had visions of myself in the dock tried with possession of 
illegal literature and revealing the shabby deals peddled by the 


Security Branch; I wanted to be exactly accurate, so I asked 


Viktor once again to outline the proposition. He did so, using 
almost the identical phrasing he had used before. 

‘You're acting highly irregularly, don’t you think?’ I asked. 

‘Not at all,’ he said. The police do not lay charges so could 
not strike any bargain with me by agreeing not to lay a charge 
in return for information. But there was nothing to stop the 
Commissioner of Police from writing a letter to the Attorney 
General and saying, more or less: ‘In case you are thinking of 
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charging Mrs Slovo, it might interest you to know that she is 
cooperating nicely with the police.’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I am not interested in any deal.’ 

I let myself go again on the subject of the rule of law and 
Ninety-Day detention and Viktor listened closely and said he 
could fully understand my point of view seen strictly from my, 
not his, end. I said I didn’t trust the Security Branch; perhaps, 
he said, I had my reasons. But he would advise me to consider 
my position very carefully; after all, there was nothing to say 
that I would serve only one period of ninety days; would I relish 
another ninety days in detention, and another after that? 

... And then there was the matter of being in possession of 
illegal literature. Viktor left. 


The next morning was Monday and to my astonishment I was 
called out for a visit from the children and my mother. | was 
taken aback, but as I sped along the corridor to the little inter- 
view room I said to myself, ‘This is a bad sign, not a good one. 
If they’re planning to release you at the end of ninety days, 
which is tomorrow, they would not grant a visit from the chil- 
dren today.’ I had no time to consider what they were planning. 
The three bright faces rushed at me as I entered and we had a 
fevered session of hugging, with the three taking turns to sit on 
my lap with their arms round my neck. I don’t know why I per- 
mitted myself to say out loud what we were all thinking but I 
said to the detective, Sergeant K—, who sat in on the inter- 
view, “Tomorrow my ninety days is up. Are you going to 
prosecute me? The Sergeant’s reply was circumspect: he had 
not had any papers relating to a charge placed on his desk, he 
said. Robyn’s eyes had sparkled at the words, ‘ninety days . . . 
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up . . . tomorrow.’ I would be out in time for her birthday after 
all. I could not spoil the visit by uttering the caution which I 
above all needed, though I did not seem to realize it at the time: 
it’s unlikely they’ll let me out, hold tight for another spell of 
detention. Sergeant K—’s attention was diverted by someone 
who asked him to enter the visit in the official book. My 
mother sidled up to me. ‘B’s talking,’ she whispered. ‘Something 


has gone terribly wrong.’ 


5 
‘NO PLACE FOR YOU’ 


When the visit was over a few seconds later I was taken back 
to the women’s section and was about to go into my cell when 
the wardress said that as I had not yet had my exercise time I 


might as well take it right then. I sat on the ground, my back 


against the wall, and tried to stop myself shaking. If B was 
talking, that put an end to my prospects of release. He knew 
so much about me: what I had gone to Rivonia for, who I had 
met there, some of the meetings — one in particular — that I 
had attended there, the people I was in touch with in the 
underground, the work they and I did together. Why had he 
broken down? How had he broken down? He had always 
struck me as controlled and confidently self-contained, 
unimaginative even, but that was all to the good in detention 
situations. Could he be reached at all? How could I possibly 
find out if among his revelations to the Security Branch he 
had included me? My pulse was beating fast and I found it dif- 
ficult to think in sequence. I felt as though I had been posed 
on a high diving board above a stretch of water, timing my 
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take-off, when someone had suddenly pushed me. And in the 
hurtle downwards the water below had dried up. 

I was trying to control my panic at such unexpected betrayal 
when the wardress appeared to call me out again. Above all else 
I needed to be left alone to think and regain calm. That morn- 
ing there was a plot against my privacy, connived at by the 
wardress who kept calling me away from my thoughts, and, 
unwittingly, by my own friends, on our side. 

When I got to the waiting room Nel was waiting to see me. 
He had not come for a week, since Viktor’s appearance. 

‘Tve come to tell you to pack your things, Mrs Slovo, I’m 
releasing you!’ 

The seconds ticked by. 

‘I don’t believe you,’ I burst out. ‘You're going to rearrest me.’ 

‘I mean what I say,’ Nel said. ‘I’ve come to release you this 
morning.’ 

‘Don’t bluff me,’ I shouted. ‘Don’t tell me one thing and do 
another. Don’t make a farce of this thing. Don’t talk of release 
if you mean something else.’ 

‘Tve come to release you, Mrs Slovo,’ he said insistently. 

The wardress had been hovering in the background. ‘Don’t 
be like that, Mrs Slovo,’ she butted in and took me by the 
elbow. ‘Here is your chance to go home. Come, PIL help you 
pack.’ 

Doubtfully I followed her into the cell but then I was con- 
sumed with the excitement of pushing my possessions into the 
suitcase and getting the lid to close, gathering the basket of 
dishes and thermos flask, changing out of slacks into my navy 
frock and coat, giving the wardress the box of dried fruit that 
had recently been sent in to me. Laden with suitcase, hasket, 
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and flask I staggered through the heavy door leading into the 
lock-up section, which opened smoothly at the twist of the key 


by the cell warder, and then into the charge office. The sergeant 
at the desk had been alerted; he had the book open and was 
already writing out the liberation warrant. He looked pleased; I 
had decided that the better warders on the Marshall Square 
staff didn’t really like this Ninety-Day detention. They were 
used to locking people up, but according to the old rules of the 


game, and to some of these men, forty-eight hours without a 
charge was long enough, never mind what kind of prisoner you 
were. The sergeant did not ask for any details: he didn’t need 
many for filling in the form. He looked to see that the carbon 
was working, then stamped the top sheets and the one under- 
neath, ripped out the copy, and handed it to me. 

In my hand was a certificate of release. 

Nel was still there. ‘You might have told me twenty minutes 
earlier, I reproved him. ‘I could have gone home with my 
family, and now where do I find a car? I don’t think I even have 
a tickey* to telephone.’ 

I asked if I could use the charge office telephone and the 
sergeant said no, but there was a public telephone box outside 
on the pavement. I fumbled in my purse (which had been 
handed to me together with other possessions kept in a pris- 
oner’s property bag). A man standing next to Nel, who must 
have been Security Branch but whom I did not remember 
having seen before, came up and peered over my shoulder. 
‘Look’, he said, pointing to the corner of the purse, ‘there’s a 
tickey.’ He seemed as pleased as I was to find it. 


*A threepenny piece. 
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I fished out the coin and made a beeline for the telephone 
box outside. I was only halfway there when two men, whom I 
did not know as Security Branch detectives, walked up to me. 

‘Just a minute, Mrs Slovo,’ the spokesman said. 

‘What do you want now?” I demanded, and my mind and 
hearing were alerted to hear ... ‘a charge under the 
Suppression of Communism Acct for possession of illegal litera- 
ture .. .’, or something which would hint at that, but he said: 

‘,.. another period of ninety days.’ 

The second detective grinned hugely from ear to ear. 

In the charge office I was sickly silent and tight-lipped. Not 
till later in the month did I confront Nel with, ‘I thought you 
said you were releasing me? to hear his Jesuitical prevarication. 
‘I did release you. I didn’t rearrest you.’ 

I left the suitcase, the basket, and the thermos flask standing 
in the middle of the charge office floor, and stood at the door 
leading into the cells, waiting for it to be opened. The two 
detectives who had done the rearrest were right behind me. 
They did not leave me when we reached the women’s cells, not 
even when I stood in the courtyard and waited for the wardress 
to take over. They motioned to her to open the cell door and 
said, ‘Come inside, Mrs Slovo,’ then themselves clanged the 
door closed, more loudly than I had ever heard it, and snapped 
the padlock into place. 


James April was arrested during a night raid on his home, and he was 
taken from bed, where.he was ill with influenza, to Cape Town's 
Caledon Square. ‘. . . I couldn’t walk in this cell, but had to content 
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myself with walking on the bed. I did strenuous exercise in the morn- 
ings and light training in the evenings. During my detention the 
marked feature was the number of occasions I was summoned for 


questioning — exactly two. When I refused to answer questions they 
threatened to send me to Pretoria and told me that the chaps arrested 
at Rivonia would hang. The confinement to that small cell was 
nerve-racking and it was only the unpermitted conversation we 
detainees had with one another that kept our spirits high. When I 
stopped reading the Bible I found my thoughts drifting aimlessly and 
uncontrollably, and my mind became so numb that I could not think 


deeply or for long on any one topic. Loneliness gripped me... I 
became unsure of my political convictions especially when B and L 
were taken away. After the first abortive cross-examination by the 
Security Branch I was a bit shaken when it dawned on me that I 
could be kept for further periods if I retained my spirit of uncooper- 
ativeness. I was haunted . . . | did not have one night’s sound sleep. 
I was rudely awakened to the screams of a detainee who shouted that 
his house was on fire in the early hours of the morning. The man was 
shouting like a madman which he finally and tragically became. This 
man, William Tsotso by name, was kept in solitary confinement for 
months and now he finally cracked. When I first met him in the bath- 
room he appeared sane and pleasant. Later he kept screaming for two 
days on end, refusing to come out of his cell or to accept any food. 
The police did not call in any doctors for they said he was play-acting 
in order to get out. Subsequently since Tsotso’s cell was near the 
main road they were afraid that the public might hear him and so they 
asked me to change cells with him. I refused, for I could see the sin- 
ister motive in their suggestion. However, they got another fellow to 
change. Meanwhile Tsotso’s condition, both mental and physical, 
deteriorated rapidly and the only help the warders could offer at that 
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stage was a few kind words, followed by impatient insults. The cap- 
tain who inspected the detainees took up a cynical attitude to Tsotso’s 
condition at first, but was forced subsequently to summon a doctor. 
Soon afterwards Tsotso was taken away, to Valkenberg* I believe. 
Anyway I personally saw Tsotso in an emaciated state, lying on his 
mattress growling, with his food uneaten next to it. When Tsotso was 
taken away he once more screamed like a madman. 

‘These tragic happenings were greeted with stony silence by the 
rest of us . . . Our morale suffered . . . 

‘My thoughts were preoccupied with trivialities . . . I burst very 
easily into laughter, my mind seemed befuddled . . .’ 


John Marinus Ferus was one of the earliest Ninety-Day detainees, 
arrested in May. The Security Branch told him he was a saboteur, 
misled by the Communists and the Jews. ‘When we have finished 
with you,’ a detective said, ‘you will be nothing but a bag of bones. 
Don’t think I swear in vain, so help me God.’ The detective told the 
head warder at the jail: ‘He’s a hopeless case.’ 

‘I was called for an interrogation session. I had better start talk- 
ing, they said, because they knew a lot about me already. All my 
friends, they said, were telling them what they wanted to know. I had 
better talk if I wanted to save my skin. One thing I have experienced 
after a hectic interrogation session: that night I will have the worst 
nightmares, sometimes I even woke from my own screams. It needed 
all my concentration to keep my nerves steady. One thing I noticed 
during this interrogation period is that you get so fed up that you feel 
very much tempted to say “yes” to everything they say just to be done 
with them. But of course it was not as easy as that . . . The visits of 


*A lunatic asylum in the Cape. 


117 DAYS 


the Security Branch became less and less until the last thirty days 
when they came only once a week. In this time I discovered that the 
more I cried the more relieved I felt . . . With the end of ninety days 
in sight I became excited. I kept telling myself that I will be released, 
but deep in my mind I knew that it would not be the case. A week 
before my detention period was to end the detectives came to see me 
again. Sergeant L had a triumphant smile on his face. He told me 
they had specially come to give me a last chance, to prove that they 
knew everything and that I was stupid not to make a statement 
myself. I must admit I felt shocked and terrified because what they 
read to me was to a great extent factual . . . I pulled myself together. 
Unlike the time when I was eagerly looking forward to the end of my 
detention, when I was back in my cell I started wishing that it was 
still a long way off. The weekend went by far too quickly for my 
liking. The Tuesday came and the head warden came and told me to 
get all my things together. I asked him if I was going to be released; 
he said he did not know. I received my property and got into the 
Security Branch car which was waiting for me. They told me they 
were only taking me for a little drive . . . Arriving at Tulbagh Police 
Station we stopped, and I was ordered to go in. Lieutenant S came 
out to meet us. After discussing something with the detectives who 
had brought me back, he told me that they were releasing me and I 
was now free to go. I protested like hell that they brought me first to 
Tulbagh and then released me. I asked them how I was to get home 
forty miles; but that, they said, was my business, and they did not 
care. When I stepped out of the police station I noticed a few cops 
standing in the street so | decided to go round the back. As soon as I 


got into the street I started running. But I did not know the place so 
they soon caught up with me, and brought me back to the police sta- 


tion, and took me to a cell in the backyard. It was a very small yard 
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with walls about twenty feet all around it . . . They locked me in a 
cell and then left. Suddenly it was very quiet for I was the only pris- 
oner there; I flung myself on the mat and started to cry bitterly . . . 
The thought of another ninety days was too much.’ 


Left to face my second round of ninety days I was filled with 
loathing and bitterness against the Security Branch detectives 
who had stage-managed my humiliating phony release and then 
rearrest; but I was also overcome, for perhaps the first time since 
my initial arrest, by a wave of self-pity. I had said barely a word 
throughout the cruel pantomime, because I didn’t want to give 
the detectives the satisfaction of an outburst that would reveal 
my feelings; my instinct told me to keep a tight hold on my 
emotions and to let no sound of them escape me, but it was 
more than I could manage. I sat on the edge of the bed, still in 
my navy outfit, and shook with sobs. My ‘release’ had been 
some time in mid-morning; by late afternoon I was still sitting 
in the same position. The heaving of my shoulders had stopped, 
but a tight pincer-feeling was growing in my stomach. 

That reminded me. I had made an arrangement with my 
mother, furtively, when the back of the Security Branch detec- 
tive had been turned away from us during a visit, that if at any 
time I rejected a basket of food, it would be a sign that I had 
embarked on a hunger strike, and glucose tablets should be sent 
in to me. I could not endure another period of ninety days as 
though I were taking the experience calmly, within my stride, as 
my due desserts at the hands of the Security Branch; I had to 
draw attention to my plight, and even if I were carried out of 
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the cell on a stretcher, some fussing by jailers and doctors would 
be preferable to an isolation that was treated as my normal exis- 
tence. When the basket of food came round at nightfall I called 
the cell warder back and told him to return the food, I did not 
want it, or any the following evening either. 

If only I could have stood outside myself; if only I had not 
believed that I would always have the strength to do whatever 
I wanted and that emotional shock was something separate 
from the subordinate to my reason. This was no time, at the end 
of ninety days spent in solitary, to embark upon a hunger strike, 
certainly not with my ulcer already recording, with a steady 
dilating pain in my inside, the state of my nervous anxiety. I did 
not offer myself alarmingly overt symptoms to recognize the 
effect solitary had had on me. I suffered no claustrophobia, no 
ringing in the ears, no voices coming from the walls, no night- 
mares, no double vision, no hallucinations. Disorientation was 
calmness itself, without my knowing the full extent of it. I was 
lonely, I was anxious, I longed for human company; I had not 
yet thought that these were short cuts to a loss of discrimination 
which could be the stepping stone to far more alarming reac- 
tions. 

I lay awake the whole night. I worried without stop about 
the news that B was talking. This, I thought, introduced a crit- 
ical change into my own position. 1 could not stand the 
suspense any longer; I felt an irresistible urge to act, to lose no 
more time, to make some move to force a countermove from 
the Security Branch. I felt that I would crumble if I stayed still 
any longer. I had to make some exploratory move, some search- 
ings. What success had they had in making detainees talk? 
What were the sources of their information? Where was the 
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leak? Was it a planted informer? Again and again I went over in 
my mind the names of those who had been at the meetings in 
the outhouse at Rivonia. I knew of one man who had informed; 
every one of the people he had given away was now out of the 
country or under arrest ... and I was in this cell. They had 
known when they arrested me that I had been at Rivonia. This 
had been the second question they had put to me at the second 
interrogation session. I had had ninety-one days of floating in 


suspense, hanging in indeterminate doom. I would rather hear 


a verdict than face continued suspension. How could | get 
events round me to move? For ninety-one days I had been stub- 
bornly impenitent, obdurate in making no attempt to draw 
them on in their questioning of me. I was still stubbornly 
uncontrite but now my impatience was stretched to the point of 
snap. I could no longer bear to sit and wait while events moved 
around me; I had to provoke them. I would begin to show some 
interest in questioning. To find out what they knew, I told 
myself. To offer them the smallest crumb of useless information 
as a catalyst. Perhaps I would wait a week before the routine 
visit and question, ‘Are you prepared to answer questions?” and 
I would then make a tentative move. | didn’t have to. Nel 
arrived the following morning. I felt withered inside. 

‘You see, Mrs Slovo,’ he said, ‘we are persistent.’ 

There was silence for a while and then he asked if I would go 
to The Grays to answer questions. I said I would. 

I remember nothing about the drive through the city in the 
back of a Volkswagen. I was taken to a room at the end of the 
corridor on the seventh floor. Viktor was standing apart from 
the others. He looked at me and said: ‘Don’t lose your nerve. 
Come on now, hold on.’ 
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I hardly heard. | was packing my mind. Into a strongroom 
section labelled ‘NEVER to be divulged’ I stored everything I 
knew — and I knew so much that I was heavy with it — which 
would provide trails to information the Security Branch so 
wanted. I was left with precious little: names of people either 
safely out of the country or beyond saving because they had 
already been caught and imprisoned and informed upon; infor- 
mation that we had partly divulged ourselves, in our Press, or 
which the mass organizations had made public knowledge. The 
police knew quite a lot about me; I might placate them with 
some more information that could not take them any further, 
seeing that B and others had already talked. 

There was activity in the room around me and when I 
looked up I saw Swanepoel arranging chairs and rigging up a 
tape recorder. ‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘Not a tape recorder.’ A tape 
recorder would be quicker and more accurate, Swanepoel 
insisted. I could not speak on a tape, I said, it would make me 
nervous. I flatly refused. Viktor intervened. ‘If she doesn’t want 
a tape recorder, we’ll do without it,’ he said. He would take 
notes. He prepared a pile of foolscap and filled several fountain 
pens from a bottle of ink that he took from a drawer. Van Zyl 
came into the room (Nel, Viktor and Swanepoel were already 
there) and Van der Merwe. I realized with a shock that this 
would be an interrogation session of a different calibre. I would 
not have just Nel or Viktor or even two of them together to 
fence with in evasion and half-statement; this was to be a fully 
fledged examination. I got a further shock. There would be no 
questions. | was expected to make a statement, starting at the 
beginning, they said, and ending at the end, omitting nothing. 
I was asked to sit on a chair midway between Viktor, who sat 
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with pen poised over paper, and Swanepoel who produced a 
thick file with my name on the outside ‘Heloise Ruth Slovo née 
First’ and began to go slowly and methodically through the 
great piles of paper in it, making notes as we went along on a 
stack of paper beside his right hand. Van der Merwe sat next to 
him, glancing from the notes that Swanepoel was making, to 
my face. Van Zyl and Nel lurked in the background behind my 
chair. 

I made a slow, comforting start. And what I told them about 
my awakening interest and steady involvement in politics 
seemed to be normal behaviour, the only thing to do in South 
Africa! We whites who embarked on protest politics side by 
side with the Africans, Indians and Coloureds, led a vigorously 
provocative life. Our consciences were healthy in a society rid- 
dled with guilts. Yet as the years went by our small band led a 
more and more schizophrenic existence. There was the good 
living that white privilege brought, but simultaneously com- 
plete absorption in revolutionary politics and defiance of all the 
values of our own racial group. As the struggle grew sharper the 
privileges of membership in the white group were overwhelmed 
by the penalties of political participation. 

I was born in Kensington, Johannesburg, and went up the 
road to Jeppe Girls’ High School. My university years were clut- 
tered with student societies, debates, mock trials, general 
meetings, and the hundred and one issues of war-time and post- 
war Johannesburg that returning ex-service students made so 
alive. On a South African campus, the student issues that 
matter are national issues. 

Who had influenced me? they wanted to know. No one in 
particular. I had been able to read for myself. I didn’t have any 


131 


117 DAYS 


one teacher of politics; we students learnt from one another, 
and from what was happening around us. Manchuria, 
Abyssinia, Spain, Austria, Sudetenland, were not events of my 
own student generation, but they were close enough to influ- 
ence us. There were Africans going to war carrying assegais and 
stretchers; there was bitterness that war-time costs of living 
were obliterating the buying power of wages, that African trade 
unions were not recognized, the African strikes were illegal and 
the strikers prosecuted in mass trials. 

I had graduated with a Social Science degree, but I turned 
my back firmly on the social worker’s round of poor white fam- 
ilies in Fordsburg, questioning them about what they did with 
their money to justify an application for State-aided butter or 
margarine. I landed up working for the Social Welfare 
Department of the Johannesburg City Council, Research 
Division, but expectations of research were dashed and I spent 
days writing and editing the section headed ‘Social Welfare’ in 
a commemorative album for the city’s fiftieth jubilee (this was 
1946): checking the figures for the number of play supervisors 
for (white) children in (white) parks; the number of beggars 
still on the streets despite vigorous public relations work by 
the department to stop the public giving them alms; the 
number of work centres for the disabled and the handicapped 
(all white). The ambitions of the Director of Social Welfare 
had flown high: there came a time when he was invited to 
make a broadcast about the plans of the department, and I had 
to produce a sycophantic account of work which bored or dis- 
gusted me. When the African miners’ strike of 1946 broke out 
and was dealt with by the Smuts Government as though it 
were red insurrection and not a claim by poverty-stricken 
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migrant workers for a minimum wage of ten shillings a day, I 
asked for an interview with the Director and told him that I 
wanted to leave the department — without serving the cus- 
tomary notice laid down by municipal terms of employment. 
That was impossible, he said. Then he asked, ‘Have you 
another job? What will you do if you leave here? ‘A political 
job,’ I said. By the following morning I had permission, indeed 
the silent entreaty of the nervous Director, to leave the service 
of the department — without the required period of notice. 
The time of the mine strike had been a tumultuous one. The 
strikers were enclosed in compounds under rule by the army, 
the mine, and state police. J B Marks, the union president, and 
all the officials and organizers of the African Mine Workers’ 
Union, were being hunted by the police. A great squad of vol- 
unteers of all colours helped them set up strike headquarters in 
the most unlikely places, and from lodging rooms like the one 
I shared with a girlfriend, the handles of duplicating machines 
were turned through the night, while in the early hours before 
dawn white volunteers drove cars to the vicinity of the mine 
compounds and African organizers, hiding their city suits and 
their bundles of strike leaflets under colourful tribal blankets, 
wormed their way into the compounds. They and the army of 
migrant workers drawn from almost every country in the south- 
ern half of Africa kept the strike going for a climacteric week in 
South African labour and political history. The mine strike 


inaugurated a new period of militancy and a great surge forward 
of African political organization. The days of petitions and 
pleadings were well and truly over; the Government’s puppet 
Native Representative Council adjourned in protest over the 
breaking of the strike, and never convened again. 


133 


117 DAYS 


When the mine strike was over I became a journalist. Our 
series of newspapers — for one was banned after the other, and 
there were times when we were hard pressed for new names to 
put on new mastheads — threw those of us working for them 
into the issues that rotted the lives of the African people: 
unceasing police raids and arrests, continuous removal 
schemes to try and sort white from black according to the pre- 
cepts of segregation, forced labour on the farms, a daily 
multitude of persecutions and indignities. Sometimes our 
columns reflected what was happening; sometimes we initiated 
exposures that prompted new campaigns and gave our staff a 
reputation and a keenness for being first on the spot to write the 
news that no one else had the courage or will to print. 

Up to six months before my detention I had still been in our 
newspaper office. Over the years I had been served with ban- 
ning orders that prohibited me from leaving Johannesburg, so 
that I could take part in no further exposés of forced labour 


like my work on Bethal; from entering African townships, so 


that I could no longer personally establish the contacts of 
African men and women who alerted our office first of all 
when some new vicious scheme of the police and the admin- 
istration came to light; from attending meetings, so that others 
had to take the notes and the photographs; from writing any- 
thing for publication, so that I had to sit at my desk with a 
legal opinion that sub-editing someone else’s copy might just 
slip past the ban. Working in the midst of these ministerial 
bans and under the continuous raids and scrutiny of the 
Security Branch was like going to work each day in a mine- 
field, but we survived, and our editions continued to come out 
each week. Then finally the bans stopped every literate or 
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available Congressman from writing, and the printer, the last 
one we could find in the country to publish our notoriously 
outspoken copy, gave us notice that he could no longer take 
the risk. We sold the paper to a new proprietor whom we 
hoped would assemble a fresh team of writers. We were not to 
know until almost a year later but ‘Babla’ Saloojee, the new 
owner, was himself detained under the Ninety-Day law, and, 
driven to despair by the interrogation methods of the Security 
Branch, he hurled himself to his death from the window of the 
very room where I was being questioned. 

I told the detectives sitting like birds of prey over me the 
bare outlines of this story, stringing it out for as long as they 
showed patience to listen, for I did not know what I would say 
when we came to the end of all legal political activity for the 
African people and their allies in South Africa. The detectives 
were clearly not interested in most of what I told them, though 
Viktor took it all down without comment and at one point 
ordered a detective to leave the room and check somewhere in 
the records department of The Grays the dates on which the 
various papers had been banned. 

The staff of our papers had reported the series of political 
strikes from 1950 onwards, the Defiance Campaign of 1952, the 
series of local resistance efforts by the people in towns and coun- 
tryside, the treason trial — both Joe and I had sat in the dock — 
which began with Government bluster and ended in 
Government ignominy, the final peaceful attempt through the 
Mandela-led strike of 1961 to assert African claims for rights and 
self-government. The strike had been run without pickets, but it 
had been crushed by Saracen armoured cars fresh from duty a 
year before at Sharpeville, where the grotesquely sprawled 
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bodies in the bright sunlight had shown the world the meaning 
of Nationalist rule, demonstrating to South Africans that you 
could not fight terror with spontaneous anger and appeals for a 
change of heart by the oppressor. On Dingaan’s Day, 16 
December 1962, when Afrikaners took part in folk dancing to 
celebrate the defeat of Zulu military power at the Battle of Blood 
River in Natal, a new organization, Umkonto We Sizwe [The 
Spear of the Nation] announced its formation from posters stuck 
on city lamp posts, and a bomb went off in the hand of Molefe, 
the first sabotage casualty, to kill him as the new offensive 
opened. There were no longer public meetings at which Security 
Branch men could photograph speakers and audience; the police 
had to try to get their information by tapping telephones, trail- 
ing people to meetings, planting informers. They had little 
success . . . until Vorster promulgated the No Trial law with pro- 
vision for detention, for ninety days or eternity, of anyone 
suspected by the police of having information. 

In the legal period I had been active on our newspapers and 
in the Congress of Democrats, founded when the African 
National Congress needed an organization of whites who would 
support its policies and break the front of solid white reaction 
ranged against it. I had been abroad to the founding confer- 
ences of the World Federation of Democratic Youth and the 
International Union of Students; I had visited the Soviet 
Union and China (and Britain, Italy, Yugoslavia, Germany and 
France) and had written and edited booklets about them. 

Why had I fled to Swaziland during the 1960 State of 
Emergency after Sharpeville? one of the detectives demanded 
to know. ‘Because you would have arrested me without pre- 
ferring a charge or bringing me to trial, like you did to 1800 
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others,’ I said. The Security Branch knew very well that I had 
spent emergency months in Swaziland; they did not know 
that I had come back to live underground in Johannesburg 
during the second half of the emergency, and I did not tell 
them. 

I had been going to meetings throughout the period I was 
banned from taking part in political activities, I volunteered. I 
could even tell them what I had been doing at Rivonia. I had 
been to one meeting, an enlarged meeting of Congress activists 
to discuss and synchronize the range of political activities con- 
ducted by various divisions of the Congress movement. I had 
been to Rivonia for the very reason that motivated the activi- 
ties of the Security Branch. Viktor looked interested at this 
point only. I was engaged in the collection of information. For 
writing purposes. I needed to interview the veteran 
Congressmen with whom I was banned from communicating in 
normal circumstances, and I had made regular attempts to meet 
them at the underground headquarters and interview them 
about their lives of political struggle. 

Swanepoel went on making notes all the while. Viktor wrote 
evenly across the sheets of foolscap paper. The others listened. 
Towards the end they began to dart questions. 

Who wrote articles in Fighting Talk under the pseudonym 
XXX, they wanted to know. I did, I said. (Though I had not.) 

What about the Turok conviction for sabotage, after he had 
planted a bomb in the post office? ‘I couldn’t tell you,’ I said. 
‘All I know about that was what I read in the newspapers. You 
might have asked my husband, he was one of the defence coun- 
sel, but now it’s too late, isn’t it, he’s no longer here.’ 

‘What did your husband do when he went out every night?” 
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‘I couldn’t say, I made a point of not asking him about his 
movements.’ 

‘What about sabotage?’ I was not involved in sabotage and I 
could tell them nothing about it, nothing at all; this had been 
something in which I had not got involved. 

Who had I met most frequently at meetings? A and E and L, 
I said. (All out of reach of the Security Branch.) 

Where had I been to meetings? In my house, in my motor car 
parked in some quiet place, in the home of D (long settled 
abroad). 

‘It’s a funny thing, isn’t it” said Viktor. ‘But every name you’ve 
given us is the name of someone who has left the country!’ 

‘Perhaps they had good reason to go,’ | murmured. 

‘What was discussed at that Rivonia meeting you attended? 
The state of the Press, my chief interest, I said. The political sit- 
uation in general. The trade-union movement. I was vague and 
bored as though every political meeting was the same and went 
laboriously over the same standard items on the agenda. 

My statement had stopped with, to them, alarming unex- 


pectedness. I don’t know why my reactions were so appallingly 
slow but though I had decided at the outset that I would play 
out a small measure of the rope, it took the slow progress of the 


interview for me to realize fully that I was winding it fast around 
me. There was no time to wriggle, to fabricate, to gauge reac- 
tion, to probe, to find out anything for myself. I was breaking 
down my own resistance. It was madness for me to think I could 
protect myself in a session like this, in any session with them. | 
had no idea what they knew, what contradictory information 
they had wrenched from someone else. They were giving noth- 
ing away; they had already become too experienced for that. 
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It was now mid-afternoon. Viktor said that was enough for 
the day; he left the room. Swanepoel sorted his notes, pinned 
them together, and tilted back his chair. 

‘You don’t think that’s a statement, do you?’ he roared. 
‘You’ve told us nothing, absolutely nothing. You’ve not begun 
to talk. Those sheets are absolutely worthless. We know all 
about that meeting at Rivonia. It was a meeting of picked 
people from all over the country. Mandela was there, and 
Sisulu. The pick of the bunch. You’re the only woman 
there ... and you try to pretend that you know nothing of 
what happened, that you can’t remember, that nothing hap- 
pened worth knowing. We know all about you. You’d be 
surprised to know what we know. You’re deep in it. You can 
count your lucky stars that we still have respect for women in 
our country. You could have been charged in the Rivonia case. 
But we didn’t want a woman in that case. We still have some 
feeling for women. We picked our accused . . . We picked our 
witnesses...” 

Swanepoel’s face grew purple as he raged. The other detec- 
tives were now standing and watching me. 

‘You were in on that Rivonia thing from the very beginning,’ 
he continued. ‘What’s more, we have a sworn statement that 
you paid Jelliman.’ 

‘T paid Jelliman? I echoed in disbelief 

‘Yes, you paid Jelliman. It’s in a sworn affidavit.’ 

Jelliman was an old man who had acted as a caretaker on the 
Rivonia property when Mandela had lived there in hiding at 
the start of his ‘Black Pimpernel’ existence. I knew Jelliman 
from the old days of legality; we had seen one another at 
Rivonia; I had never given him any money. 
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‘What about Schermbrucker” ‘We’ve worked side by side in 
the same office for years. What else?’ 

‘What about Beyleveld? There was an account from him in 
your cheque book?” ‘His wife runs a typing agency, I’ve often 
had work done there.’ 

‘What about Fischer?’ ‘Bram is a friend, a very dear friend of 
mine, a wonderful man, and — thank God for the reputation of 
your people that you have at least one saving grace — he’s an 
Afrikaner.’ 

Swanepoel went on the rampage again. ‘1 know you 
Communists by now,’ he stormed. ‘I’ve dealt with dozens of 
your kind. And I’ve learnt that they have to be put against a 
wall and squeezed, pushed and squeezed, into a corner. Then 
they change, and talk.’ 

The bombardment from Swanepoel split my bamboozlement 
wide open and it dropped from my head like a broken husk. 

Perhaps Swanepoel’s stablemate, aspirin-and-ooze peddling 
Van Zyl saw it. He cut Swanepoel short as the latter was rising 
to a new peak of his harangue. It was late, he said, and I must be 
tired. I should be taken back to Marshall Square and they 
would resume in the morning. 

Only now, when I was to be taken back to Marshall Square, 
did Viktor reappear. That was the end of any statement from 
me, I told him and the others still in the room. They said I had 
paid Jelliman, that there was even a sworn statement to that 
effect. That showed the quality of the evidence they had gath- 
ered against me. People under pressure of continued detention 
and threats would say anything to buy an indemnity, and I was 
in no doubt that the files of statements made by their victims 
were full of false information. I had again to protect myself from 
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their persecution in the only way I knew: by remaining silent. 
‘Tomorrow,’ they said. ‘Tomorrow.’ 

I was taken back to Marshall Square. I was drained, prostrate 
with tiredness. But I could not sleep. 1 knew so clearly that I 
should make no statement, I could not understand — and I was 
too desolate to try — how I had allowed myself to think other- 
wise, even in a wild gamble for information and relief from 
solitariness. That was all I thought the entire night: literally 
two words ‘NO STATEMENT NO STATEMENT NO 
STATEMENT? over and over again in my mind. I realized I had 
to eat again; perhaps my precipitate hunger-strike had helped to 
unhinge my judgement. 

The next morning Viktor had me brought out again. As I 
walked towards him in the corridor I said, ‘I’m not going back 
to The Grays. I am not making any statement.’ ‘You’re not 
coming to The Grays?” he said. ‘Pity. Your mother is there, wait- 
ing to see you. Colonel Klindt granted her request for a visit.’ 

I could not refuse to see her. Van der Merwe was with Viktor, 
driving the car, and on the way through the city he said, ‘Why 
no I—’ and stopped himself. I knew what he was asking. Why 
had | put on no lipstick, no make-up that morning? This was 
the first time even in my detention, apart from the first day 
when I had no make-up because my suitcase was locked away, 
that I had permitted anyone to see me without make-up. I had 
simply forgotten that morning. 

Viktor sat in on the visit with my mother, the first time an 
interrogator had extended his scrutiny to the effect of my visi- 
tors on me, and how we reacted to one another. My mother was 
upset; though to me it seemed a lifetime ago, it was only two 
days since I had been re-detained for a second spell, but her 
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control was as superb as ever. We talked about the children, 
about the state of my father’s health and how he was now safely 
in England, about her house which she was putting up for sale 
since it seems she would continue to live in mine for some time 
to come. Viktor called the interview to a close after about 
twenty minutes, but allowed us to embrace. ‘Are you cracking 
up?” she whispered, and I nodded. ‘We’re depending on you,’ 
she said, and then she had to go. Viktor asked afterwards what 
she had whispered, and I said, ‘. . . something like “Keep your 
courage up.” 

Viktor sat at his desk after the visit and got out the statement 
of the day before, as though to continue writing at my dicta- 
tion. I told him I was not making any statement. ‘This one is 
not finished, just finish it,’ he invited. I refused. I gave some 
confused explanation: I was caught in a web of statements 
about me that they had taken from other people, statements 
which were not true. Jelliman’s was an example of that. I did 
not trust the Security Branch and would not place myself in 
their hands; they were out to trap me. 

‘But we’re not interested in you,’ he insisted. ‘We can’t use 
what you tell us about yourself. We simply want to know what 
you know, and you will be perfectly safe.’ 

He went on and on in this vein. I was again limp with 
exhaustion. 

Just before Viktor gave up and took me back to Marshall 
Square he leaned across the desk and asked: ‘There is a special 
reason why I want you to finish your statement and get out of 
here. I can’t tell you what the reason is, but perhaps I will be 
able to one day.’ 

The following morning Viktor came again to fetch me to 
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The Grays. I refused to go. ‘Your sister-in-law is waiting to see 
you,’ he said. 

This was the first time that Clarice had managed a visit; 
again I agreed to go with him. Nel sat in on this interview and 
seemed surprised when I said: ‘Oh Clarice, they'll never let me 
go, you watch . . . they just won’t let me go.’ 

When Clarice had gone Viktor said that he had arranged for 
me to see Colonel Klindt; since he himself could not persuade 
me that the Branch was not interested in me, but only in what 
I could tell them about others, the colonel wanted to talk to 
me. The colonel was having coffee and he had a cup brought in 
for me; he fetched a tin of biscuits from a cupboard opposite his 
desk, and urged me to eat one, they were home-made, by his 
wife. He was prepared, he said, to give his absolute assurance 
that they were not interested in a conviction against me; I 
would be free to go. If I finished the statement he would per- 
sonally engineer the fastest release so far from Ninety-Day 
detention; if by some chance | were not liberated immediately, 
he would go personally to the Minister to demand to know why 
not; he would stake his job and his official position on my case. 
] repeated that the only way I knew to protect myself in deten- 
tion was by my silence. Klindt repeated his assurances, and said 
I should think the matter over again. He told me that 
Swanepoel’s behaviour the afternoon of the first day I had been 
at The Grays had been reported to him, and he had ‘taken 
steps’. He would brook no shouting or bullying by his men, he 
assured me. 

Colonel Klindt made a gesture of good faith. On top of his 
desk lay a Penguin crossword puzzle book with my name written 


on it in my mother’s handwriting: he must have had it in The 
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Grays for months. He picked it up, paged through it and 
handed it to me. ‘We’re not all that inhuman after all,’ he com- 
mented. An afterthought struck him. ‘Have you a pencil? he 
asked. I had no pencil. He had two fetched from next door, 
both indelible pencils with the words ‘PROPERTY OF THE 
SOUTH AFRICAN ADMINISTRATION’ printed on them, 
and he instructed Viktor to see that they were sharpened for 
me. 

When we left the colonel’s office Viktor, who had been at 
ramrod soldier attention throughout, said that he had never 
known the colonel or anyone in so senior a position stake his 
job on a prisoner as Klindt had done for me. 

He took me back to his office where there were no detectives 
to be seen. I told him he was wasting his time and his patience, 
I was making no further statement. ‘Will you sign this one” he 
asked. I refused to do that. ‘Would you like to tear it up? he 
asked and when I said ‘Yes,’ he laughed and put it away in a 
drawer. ‘I could tell you wanted to tear it up by the way you 
looked at it,’ he said. I could not possibly incriminate myself, he 
stressed. Was I still worried about that? I said 1 was. ‘If we 
release you, take you home, will you make a statement after 
that?’ he sprang at me. I paused for a while. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You 
will release me, but you can always take me in again.’ 

Viktor said: ‘You don’t really mean that. You’re just staunch, 
you don’t want to talk’ 

Van der Merwe came into the office and the two of them 
drove me back to the police station. They asked me if I didn’t 
want to see the sights of Johannesburg, and they took a round- 
about way through the city, past the new station building, the 
largest central park and the university area. Johannesburg had 
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been changing since I ‘went in’ they explained. Investors 
abroad were showing confidence in the Nationalist Party 
Government even if I was not; a great multimillion pound 
hotel was going up on an old brewery site. They hoped I was 
enjoying the drive? I was not. I was deep in thought until sud- 
denly it struck me that someone might see me riding about in a 
car with Security Branch detectives and draw the worst possible 
inference: that I had sold out and was now on their side. | asked 
to be taken back to the police station cell. They agreed, but 
suggested en route that they might one evening come to take me 
out for a film show at one of the drive-in cinemas. 

I was appalled at the events of the last three days. They had 
beaten me. I had allowed myself to be beaten. I had pulled back 
from the brink just in time, but had it been in time? I was wide 
open to emotional blackmail, and the blackmailer was myself. 
They had tried for three months to find cracks in my armour 
and had found some. The search was still on. Some, many per- 
haps, of my weaknesses had been revealed to the Security 
Branch; if they had any inkling of others, I would have no 
reserves left. I could no longer hold to an intransigent stand 
because I had already moved from it. It was too late to say sto- 
ically that I would say nothing, not one word, to them. Nor did 
I want to say outright, ‘To hell with the lot of you; the idea of 


telling you anything has driven me practically out of my mind.’ 
I had too little emotional resilience left to resist a savage new 
onslaught on my vulnerable centre: that above all I was fighting 
to salvage my respect in myself, in the hope that my associates 


in the political movement could preserve confidence in me. 
Viktor suspected this; but perhaps he was not absolutely sure 
that this was the point at which to attack me. If he had any 
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hint of what was in my mind, I knew the Security Branch 
would spread reports that I had made a statement telling ‘all’, 
that I was broken and useless, had given in under pressure. I was 
in a state of collapse not for fear of what would happen to me 
physically, of numberless pealing days in detention, but for the 
gnawing ugly fear that they could destroy me among the people 
whose understanding and succour I most needed, and that once 
they had done that I would have nothing left to live for. I had 
not signed that useless statement, but it was nestling in Viktor’s 
drawer, had probably been cyclostyled by now and placed in 
other dossiers, and might be brandished in front of some other 
detainees remaining silent. ‘What’s the good of holding out? 
Here’s another one who has cracked and told us all.’ 

So I tried to give no hint of the trepidation I was in, and I 
ignored Viktor’s finding that I was staunch to my ideals. I pre- 
tended a confused grasp of situations and the law; I kept 
repeating the same sentence with an illogical disregard for the 
context of the discussion. I could not talk any more because I 
would be giving myself away, I insisted, and somehow or other, 
I didn’t know how, they would find a way to use my own state- 
ment against me. I decided to play the fluffy-minded 
frightened girl in a spot, given to inconsequential comment, 
with an inflexible inability to concentrate and grasp the essence 
of a problem. 

My signs of cooperation had been utterly unconvincing; 
would the Security Branch be taken in by this subterfuge? 
Viktor had said: ‘I was looking forward to meeting you. They 
said you were so tough’; but he and Van der Merwe had said 
about me, in front of me, the day they were bringing me back 
from my final session at The Grays, ‘She’s a nice girl.’ 
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The trouble was that I did not take myself in by this sub- 
terfuge. Sleep had been a refuge in the cell; now it had fled. On 
top of sleeplessness I had nausea and diarrhoea. It all spelled 
anxiety, I suppose, but an anxiety that had got out of hand and 
that I could no longer control with my own resources. I asked 
for a visit from my own doctor. They sent a prison doctor first, 
one of those bumbling, beaten-by-police-regulations men who 
fitted fleeting visits to police station cells in between testing 
drunks for balance along a straight white line on the floor, and 
plunging a syringe into queues of holidaymakers bound for areas 
of possible smallpox, cholera, and yellow fever. This was one of 
the better prison doctors; he agreed with me that I should have 
a visit from my own doctor, and he signed some form, or gave 
permission, to that effect. My doctor came and was marvel- 
lously calm and normal, but I feared to embarrass him 
politically by too close an account of why I was in such an over- 
wrought state. He gave me a mixture to control ulcer pangs and 
a phial of sleeping pills. 

I had the crossword puzzle book and I should have given in 
to gluttony and whipped through the puzzles, but I rationed 
myself to one puzzle a day. | had been given the book as an 
inducement to finish the statement, but I had no intention of 
doing that, and sooner or later they would take the book back 
as reprisal action; that at least. I had to make it last as long as 
possible, though, for I accepted that I now had no option but to 
adjust to indefinite detention, detention for eternity. I had 
never been afflicted by a fatalism quite so deep. 

The days were grey and melancholy. I barely noticed the 
exercise periods. I had reeled back from a precipice of collapse 
but I felt worse than ever. I was persecuted by the dishonour of 
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having made a statement, even the start of a statement. Give 
nothing, I had always believed; the more you give the more 
they think you know, and the more demanding they become. 
I had never planned to give anything, but how could I be the 
judge? It would be impossible to explain such an act to live it 
down. Joe had always told me that my weakness was my 
extreme susceptibility to acceptance and fear of rejection and 
criticism: were these the qualities that had propelled me to 
make a statement? Or was it again my arrogance, my conceit 
that pooled experiences and rules of conduct (under interro- 
gation) were for other people, and that I was different and 
could try my own way? My air of confidence had always been 
useful in keeping others from knowing how easily assailed and 
self-consciously vulnerable I was; it had worked many a time, 
but it could do nothing for me now. I had presided over my 
collapse with a combination of knowingness and utter 
miscalculation. My conceit and self-centredness had at last 
undone me. I had thought to pit myself against the Security 
Branch in their own lair. What had I hoped to learn? To see 
dossiers carelessly littering desks, to hear the namedropping of 
informants, to be taunted into giving information by the rev- 
elation, to surprise me, of what information they already had? 
I had been stupid. Weak. A failure. By day and by night I went 
over this self-exposure. I was a spider caught in my own web, 
spinning finer and finer threads in my head to make disentan- 
glement impossible. I felt unimaginably tired and dispirited. | 
could not cope any longer. I could not weigh up factors prop- 
erly. No one could get near me to help me and the help I 
needed could not be supplied by anyone else. I spent all 
Sunday making a dilatory attempt at a crossword puzzle, but 
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filling in the clues was surface activity: a decision was forming 
in my mind. The Security Branch was beyond doubt planning 
an act of character assassination against me: I would not give 
them information out of loyalty to my friends, but they would 
break me finally with some carefully introduced indication that 
my friends had abandoned me because I had betrayed them, or 
so the Security Branch would arrange for the version to be 
told. This abandonment I would not be able to face; and even 
until it happened I did not have the strength to survive. There 
was only one way out, before I drove myself mad, and as the 
truest indication to anyone who was interested that I had not 
let the Security Branch have it all their own way. I was 
anguished when I thought of the children, but what good 
would I be to them in mental pieces? On the fly-leaf of the 
crossword puzzle book, with the pencil that was the property of 
the South African Government, I wrote a note that apologized 
for my cowardice, loved the children once more, tried to say 
words that would have a special meaning for Joe, and indicated 
that I had not given in, that those still free should not panic 
and should proceed in the knowledge that I had kept their 
secrets. After the last inspection of the night I reached for the 
phial of pills (which the wardress had left in the cell quite 
inadvertently the day two doctors had called, my own and the 
prison one), and swallowed the lot. 


I had never thought about dying so I do not know how I 
expected to feel coming back into consciousness. | had no feel- 
ing at being witness to my own resurrection, only a 
bewildering confusion of time and place and circumstance. I 
thought I had moved away, but I was in the same cell. I seemed 
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to find an easy, matter-of-fact acceptance that I had not suc- 
ceeded. My mind was closed to the enormity of what I had tried 
to do. It might have been the same day, it might have been the 
one after, but suddenly the Commandant was in the cell with 
the wardress beside him. 

‘Do you want a doctor? he asked. I nodded. 

‘What for? I mean what’s wrong with you? Headache? 
Stomach ache? I have to enter something in the book.’ 

It was Competent’s duty. ‘It’s her nerves,’ she said shortly. 

Not long after, I was afflicted by a wave of uncontrollable 
hysterical weeping. A prison doctor came, but I would tell him 
nothing and he left without discovering what anything was all 
about. 

My weeping might have echoed through the station, or else 
he was snooping as usual but then it was Viktor standing at my 
bedside. He took his handkerchief from his pocket and left it 
with me. 

Days after, I assailed him for having come into the cell when 
I was in bed. He said, ‘I had to find out what was wrong.’ Some 
days after that he asked, ‘Were you wearing a nightie or were 
those shortie pyjamas?” 

In the daze of coming out of what seemed like a coma | 
remembered to rip the message from the crossword puzzle book 
and flush it down the lavatory. 

Somehow the act of taking the pills shocked away any fur- 
ther intention of doing so. I had completely lost track of time 
and even interest in keeping a wall calendar or sewing stitches 
behind my dressing gown lapel; but inch by inch I had a slow 
adjustment to balance, though I was not sure at the time that I 
was doing so. I managed to have another visit from my own 
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doctor and told him I had taken all the pills. He was the only 
person I told all the while I was in prison, and I told hardly 
anyone when I got out. He did not seem surprised, or impressed 
by my surprise that the pills had not worked. ‘You don’t think 
I'd be so foolish as to leave you with that size dose?’ he asked, 
and I could laugh about my ignorance. ‘I’m heading for a crack- 
up, aren’t I?” I asked, and he said, ‘You’ve had one already.’ He 
suggested that I should ask for the Government psychiatrist. 
But I decided that to get his intervention and convince him of 
the depth of my anxiety, I would have to reveal the basis for this 
anxiety. I was prepared to do nothing that would expose my 
weakness to Viktor or Klindt or any member of the Security 
Branch; the report of the Government psychiatrist would surely 
go into a file for the Branch and would be ammunition for my 
further destruction. 

There was nothing for it but to swallow the tranquillizers 
which the doctor prescribed (and which I was pleased to note 
the wardress conscientiously kept in her office) and try to coast 
back to normality. I would be on guard against a further relapse 
of body, of spirit, of confidence. I had sealed myself to solitary, 
and the longer I stayed ‘inside’ the more certain my friends 
would be that I had not capitulated. There would be security in 
detention! 

I began to think, in as orderly a way as I could, about the 
methods of the Security Branch. The Minister, or police chiefs, 
would order an arrest. They need not announce it, in fact they 
seldom did. They often did not notify next of kin of the arrest 
or where the prisoner was detained. Prisoners became the 
unnumbered, the nameless, the scattered, the lost. Where there 
was no patently obvious reason for the choice of victim, like 
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front-line battle in a trade union or mass organization, the con- 
clusion inevitably reached was ‘someone has talked’ and that 
was the beginning of the war of nerves in which the prisoner 
took constant punishment. 

There were the detectives with the crude approach. Van Zyl 
once said to me: ‘You have something to sell. Sell it and get 
yourself out of here.’ Sell others to save yourself; it was too bla- 
tant. There were the taunts: ‘Your husband is a coward, on the 
run.’ ‘The leaders abroad are cowards, they are sitting drinking 
brandy, and leaving you to sweat in a cell.’ There were the 
threats: ‘You’re too comfortable here, we’ll have to find some- 
where else.’ Or to Africans, because brutality came as naturally 
as breathing when the police dealt with Africans: ‘Do you know 
Looksmart? Unless you tell us everything, you will die in a cell 
like Looksmart, and your people will not know what has hap- 
pened.’ Flattery: ‘You’re an intelligent woman. You must know 
what we want to know and what is good for you. You have 
wasted your life, there is still time . . ? Cajolery: ‘Everyone’s 
talking except you. But if you talk no one will ever know.’ 
Official correctness: ‘This is the law; we’re only doing our duty.’ 
Threats again: ‘You’d be surprised at what we know. We know 
everything anyway.’ Generosity and concern: ‘You have one last 
chance to save yourself; if you don’t talk now it will be too late.’ 
Callousness: ‘Ninety-Day detention is good for leftists.’ A shift- 
ing of conscience on to the shoulders of the victim: ‘We're not 


keeping you here. You hold the key to your release. Why are 
you doing this to yourself? Tightening the screw: ‘After this 
ninety days there will be others, and others after that. And it’s 


no good thinking we won’t know when you’re lying. We know 
what we want from you. You have to answer questions, but to 
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the satisfaction of the Minister, remember that.’ The ominous 
warning: ‘Everyone cracks sooner or later; we’ll find your crack- 
ing point too.’ Innocence: ‘Interrogation under duress? Good 
heavens, no, not us, we’ve never heard of that method.’ 
Mystery: ‘Why do we want to know if we won’t use the infor- 
mation? We have our methods, our purposes.’ Importance: 
‘We’re engaged in State business, State security; the State is 
behind us.’ 

I had always been contemptuous of the State security appa- 
ratus. The detectives were distinguishable by the tall hats and 
Government-issue suits they wore, by their physical appear- 
ance, I thought. Their bumbling methods brought them 
ridicule. But these amateurs in political sleuthing who seized 
books because they had ‘black’ or ‘red’ in the title had devel- 
oped into sophisticated sadistic mindbreakers in the matter of a 
few years. The failure of the treason trial and the few frame-ups 
tried there had been a painful public and world humiliation. 
Those held in prison pending political trials, or during the 1960 
State of Emergency and the days of the 1961 Mandela strike, 
had emerged from a spell of community jail life with morale 
marvellously unimpaired. Every new stretch of prison for a 
group of political prisoners gave birth to a new batch of freedom 
songs. Jail spells had not broken us; they had helped to make us. 
The Security Branch had also been painfully aware of its failure 
to infiltrate informers into the movements or get politicals 
themselves to change sides. Our security was good when it had 
not been severely tested. When solitary confinement and the 
torture of prolonged interrogations was introduced in the 1963 
amendment to the General Laws Amendment Act, we were in 
for some disastrous collapses. At first I had thought the Security 


153 


117 DAYS 


Branch far too unaware of human susceptibility and sensitivity 
to know what effect the solitary spells would have on people. 
Not a bit of it. We underestimated them sadly. The Security 
Branch had launched a deliberate plan of attack, and had stud- 
ied its texts carefully. Where one detective or the other proved 
inept as an interrogator, the total impact of all the methods of 
a group of interrogators, with prolonged solitary confinement, 
often had its effect. 

After the first score or so of detentions, the Branch began to 
work with some measure of confidence. The key judgement was 
when to apply really stiff pressure, at what moment the victim 
was emotionally most fragile. People’s ‘cracking points’ did vary; 
some were demoralized quite early on in their detention; others 
took longer; many lasted out altogether. It was so difficult to 
know beforehand who would fare well or badly. Men holding 
key positions in the political movement, who had years of hard 
political experience and sacrifice behind them, cracked like egg 
shell. Others, with quiet, reticent, self-effacing natures, who 
had been woolly in making decisions and slow to carry them 
out, emerged from long spells of isolation shaken but unbroken. 

Perhaps one day the South African Security Branch will 
plead that it used psychological torture for the benefit of 
science; that from its files one can study the case histories of its 
victims to discern ‘cracking points’, resistance to suggestion, the 
correlation of psychological types with will and ability to exist 
over long periods of time in isolation. Beside longer experi- 
enced inquisitors, the South Africans might be amateurs just 
beginning to learn the methods of psychological warfare; but 
they are learning fast. Give them time: they have the eagerness 
to outdo any Inquisition. Because, they tell themselves, they are 
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only doing their duty. They all talked like little Eichmanns. 
There was rarely a Security Branch detective who did not say: 
‘It’s the law, we’re only doing our job.’ This is the danger. Like 
Eichmann they will do anything in the name of their job. They 
will be answerable for nothing. Torture itself becomes no more 
than the pursuit of their daily routine. 

At first torture was reserved for Africans alone. But Ninety- 
Day detention had not been in force for fourteen months when 
torture was turned against whites, even though one of the most 
sacred laws of apartheid had been, up to then, that whites, all 
whites, any whites, are different from Africans, and must be 
handled apart, even in the jails. With the use of torture this, 
too, changed. Anything was permissible to the Security Branch. 
The skill of the inquisitor was to know what methods to use 
against each prisoner. Sometimes the machine was in a hurry 
and there was no time to wait for the erosion that solitary con- 
finement for a long enough period of time was almost always 
bound to bring about. Torture, electric shocks, beatings, were 
then ordered early on in the imprisonment. In other instances 


they were not in such a hurry or so desperate for results. The 
interrogators warmed to their task of studying their victims, or 
leaving time in solitary to make inroads on their resistance 


while they dealt with other cases. 

I could now see unravelled the campaign of attack against 
me. Solitary confinement for an undetermined period was the 
basic requirement. Nel would pay routine but uninterested 
visits, except that he would vary his introduction to each inter- 
view with a slice of good or bad news (‘You have not been 
charged in the Rivonia trial!’ or ‘Your children are leaving the 
country!’) to measure my reaction. From neglect by him I would 
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then be introduced to the more concentrated attention of 
Viktor, when three months was almost up and I must be feeling 
the accumulated effects of so many weeks in isolation. But 
before he appeared with his apparent concern to spare me the 
worst of eventualities, I had to be subjected to carefully planted 
hints about a prosecution for possession of a copy of a banned 
magazine, which would be an enormous relief compared with 
the ordeal of the Rivonia trial or another spell of detention. 
The hints about the prosecution were carefully timed to raise 
my expectations of easy relief. All Viktor’s talk centred round 
how smoothly that prosecution could be avoided. He had come 
to make a deal but withdrew, disappointed, when I turned the 
proposition down, disappointed at my stubborn refusal to save 
myself. Enter the villains to make the phony release and the 
rearrest, but not before a visit from the children, eager and 
expectant for my release, had given me another emotional jar. 
The release and the rearrest had come a day before the actual 
expiry of my ninety days, and I had lost a day and a night I 
might have had to adjust to their tactics of springing a surprise 
(the children’s visit) on me before a rude shock of rearrest. The 
invitation to an interrogation session had come hot-foot on the 
release, again before I had had time to find my balance, and on 
top of one shock they had not planned the information that B 
had probably given me away. I can see the instructions in The 
Grays’ order book or wherever they keep their collection of 
texts: the visit of the children will elate her; surprise her by 
making the release a day earlier than she expects; make the 
release as realistic as possible; let her get out on the pavement 
for a whiff of the free air, pounce fast and effect the removal 
from the pavement to the cell as rapidly as you can, and slam 
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that door dosed yourself; pounce again next morning when the 
wave of desperation had not yet receded These tactics were not 
the products of any mastermind, but coming at the end of a 
spell of ninety days alone, in a cell, they were subtle devices. I 
thought I had adapted to boredom and aloneness unlimited, but 
inside me the effects had accumulated to obscure insight and 
judgement when I most needed them. 


‘It is still a widely held but physiologically untenable dogma,’ 
writes Dr William Sargant in Battle for the Mind, ‘that ill-treatment 
that leaves a man with a whole skin, the use of his limbs and 
unimpaired senses cannot be construed as duress . . . The average 
man, in other words, perfectly understands physical pressure 
leading to breakdown but imagines that mental pressure is some- 
thing that he, and therefore everyone else, is quite capable of 


resisting.’ 

‘Political indoctrination,’ writes J A C Brown in Techniques 
of Persuasion, ‘depends as much upon sympathy on the part of 
the inquisitor as upon threats.’ 

Friendliness instead of hostility. ‘PIL never lose my temper 
with you,’ Viktor told me repeatedly. 

The use of a friendly period to find out everything about the 
detainee and win his confidence. ‘I know you better after a 
month than people who have known you your whole life,’ said 
Viktor. 

This was after the nightmare three days of intensive scrutiny 
at The Grays, my shock and guilt and hysterical reaction. After 
he had found me in bed screaming uncontrollably Viktor stayed 
away for a day or so (I no longer marked the days carefully) and 
then he came back for regular, daily interviews. Once he forgot 
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himself and grumbled his peeve. ‘Swanepoel spoiled it all,’ he 
said, and then stopped himself. How desperate they were for a 
statement and I would not give them one! 

At last I permitted myself my first scent of victory. I deter- 
mined to shake off the all devouring sense of guilt at my lapse. 
I had been reeling towards a precipice and I had stopped myself 
at the edge. It had not been too late to beat them back. I had 
undermined my own resistance, yet I had not after all suc- 
cumbed. In the depth of my agony I had won. 

I braced myself for continued existence in jail; if not this 
one, then some other. Somehow I would summon powers of 
survival, kill the part of me that yearned for other lives, and 
resign myself to continued imprisonment as the price of the life 
I had chosen myself. I would get used to the idea and the life in 
prison, and I would manage. 

One morning Viktor came to ask me what I would like to 
read. ‘What’s come over you people now” I asked. He was 
behaving like a smug Father Christmas. No, he said, it’s just 
that the colonel said I could have books, one at a time, and all 
the titles had to be approved by Pretoria. I asked for The 
Charterhouse of Parma which I had been longing to get my 
hands on for over three months, and I had to give him a potted 
summary of the plot. The next day he brought it to me. 


I had been redetained for the second term on 7 November, the same 
day that the Minister of Justice defended the re-imposition of Ninety- 
Day detention on people who had completed a term without divulging 
anything to the police. 
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The following week, in the Cape Supreme Court, Mr Justice van 
Winsen ordered, in a court application brought on behalf of Albie 
Sachs, a Cape Town barrister held in detention, that Sachs be 
allowed a ‘reasonable supply’ of books and writing material. ‘There 
can be no doubt,’ said the judge, ‘that the effect of solitary confine- 
ment for all but one hour of exercise a day and the deprivation of 
reading matter and writing material constitutes a punishment.’ Two 
days later the Commissioner of Police told a Johannesburg newspa- 
per that all detainees were given treatment similar to that specified in 
the judgement of Mr Justice van Winsen in the Sachs case. They had 
‘always been treated like this’. The Commissioner was ‘never of the 
impression that the detainees had not received reasonable exercise and 
reading and writing material, subject, however, to the discretion of 
the local officer responsible for the detention’. He was sure that in 
most cases detainees had received reading and writing material. 

Yet the Government was lodging an appeal against the judgement 
in the Sachs case. The Commissioner did not offer to explain why the 
Government should appeal against its own standards for detainees! 


I now had Stendhal and a crossword puzzle book, but Viktor did 
not leave me alone. I wanted to be left to myself, yet I came out 
each time he sent the wardress to fetch me. Every remark he 
made inflamed my suspicions, yet I became a gullible listener to 
his inconsequential talk, and even a participant. I told him I 


was answering no questions and making no statement; he 
undertook not to ask questions. ‘Pity,’ he said, ‘I could learn so 
much from you.’ When he introduced political topics, I said 
that I would not talk to him as detainee talking to a detective. 
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When he came for these interviews he left his working partner 
Van der Merwe somewhere else. They, his fellow-detectives, 
knew that he always liked to work alone, he explained. He 
made sure that the door of the interview room was slightly ajar, 
and if it swung to in the wind he would push it open again with 
his foot. He told me about himself, how it had been a child- 
hood ambition to be a policeman, how his parents had wanted 
him to go to the University of Stellenbosch and he had brought 
them papers to sign which they thought were an entry form for 
the university but which turned out to be police force enrol- 
ment forms. ‘What would you have studied at Stellenbosch” I 
asked. ‘Music,’ he said. He was becoming a fascinating study — 
even if he were not telling the truth — but he was in a far better 
position to study me than I him, and I tried to say this to myself 
again and again. Often the interviews went by in a long series 
of jokes and banter and chatter. He offered me cigarettes from 
his pack and lit them with the lighter or matches which he kept 
always in the same pocket, as he did everything he carried on 
his person. He hated to see men patting their suit pockets in 
search of something, he said, it showed disorganization and 
indiscipline. I called him ‘Lieutenant’ with the mock respect for 
authority in my voice, that he did not seem to hear most times. 
He called me ‘Ruth’ with the hard guttural ‘r’ of the Afrikaans. 

I told him several times that there was no point in his 
coming to see me; he was wasting his time. ‘I don’t want to see 


you,’ I said over and over again. ‘Keep away from me.’ 


‘Do you really mean that” he asked. ‘I’ve watched you when 
you walk out of here back to your cell, and your head drops and 
your shoulders slump as you go in.’ He didn’t think I liked it at 
Marshall Square. Why didn’t I get myself out of the place? 
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He broached again the matter of a statement. I would make 
no statement, I repeated, because they were out to trap me. | 
did not trust them. ‘How can we trap you on your own state- 
ment, if we don’t have the evidence” asked Viktor. ‘You'll make 
it up if you haven’t got it,’ I retorted. For the first time I saw his 
temple throb and his hands clenched on the table between us 
in a fist which seemed to make a swift perhaps involuntary 
movement towards me. ‘You’ve got a twisted mind,’ he snarled. 
When his fist clenched I tilted my chin upwards in mock accep- 
tance of the blow. He had regained control. ‘I’d rather kiss it,’ 
he said. 

I loathed myself but it seemed I could not resist taking part 
in this exchange with another human being, talking, respond- 
ing, proving I was not a caricature, a prototype, but a person. | 
was plagued alternately by paranoic suspicion and naive gulli- 
bility that maybe this man was different from the Nels and the 
Swanepoels. 

This is what he was trying to prove. He said as much. He 
could not wipe out my suspicions of the Security Branch, he 
said, but I should trust him. He wanted to see me out of the 
police station. ‘This is no place for you,’ he said more than 
once. ‘You, you shut up here like a bear in a cage. It’s not for 


you.’ 


(When Swanepoel launched his frightening, bullying verbal 
attack on me, Viktor had conveniently left the interrogation 
room. When Stephanie Kemp, the twenty-three-year-old phys- 
iotherapist, had her head banged on the floor — the first white 
woman in South Africa to be physically assaulted by the 
Security Branch — Viktor was conveniently out of the room. 
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When he returned he told Stephanie that he did not think the 
rough treatment had been necessary and that he would have 
succeeded in making her talk; in any case he would rather have 
had her crying on his shoulder.) 


Viktor said repeatedly that I had to understand how the 
Security Branch worked. I had to convince him, my present 
interrogator, that I really had told the truth, the whole truth — 
‘And if you tell me anything it must be the truth, or I will 
know’ — and he then personally had the power to effect my 
release. I laughed at that. ‘You can’t approve the title of a book 
for me to read,’ I said. ‘The titles have to go one by one on the 
telex to Pretoria for approval.’ . . “Yet you can release me.’ He 
assured me that he could; that he had the power to make the 
recommendation that would open the cell door. He saw he 
would never get behind the wall of my hatred for the Security 
Branch; he was exerting every muscle to prove that he was dif- 
ferent, susceptible to me, so that I would prove susceptible to 
him. 

I was practising deceit but searching myself not to make it 
self-deception. I had to admit that I was desperate for company, 
to be able to talk to someone, that I was enormously relieved 
that it was neither the deadly deliberation of Nel nor the showy 
bombast of Swanepoel. Viktor came laden with calculating 
charm and flattery thick with treacherous intent: could I see it 
clearly every time he turned on the charm? 

I longed to withdraw to read, but he continued to come prac- 
tically every day. Once he came twice in a day. I had finished 
Stendhal and asked for War and Peace. He wanted a plot sum- 
mary. As in Stendhal, I said, Napoleon figures; as an ideal in 


162 


‘NO PLACE FOR YOU’ 


The Charterhouse, very much to the fore in War and Peace. 
What’s this thing you’ve got about Napoleon?” he wanted to 
know. 

He was getting to know me all the same. He sat in on a 
second interview with my sister-in-law; he watched a wretched 
tearful session with the children when the eldest sat on the 
ground in the exercise yard and howled her heart out with lone- 
liness and pity for her state, and the other two were on the 
verge of following suit. Pretoria was still reserving judgement on 
War and Peace, but a thriller The Night has a Thousand Eyes 
came, and for the first time in my life I was afraid of a book, 
because the thousand eyes were the force of telepathy and I felt 
the eery presence of Viktor’s scrutiny continually at the back of 
my neck. 

He might have been getting impatient but he did not show 
it except to say his annual leave was due shortly and I should 
get myself out of Marshall Square before then. ‘If you go on 
holiday leaving me here, you'll have me on your conscience, 
I suppose?’ I said. His job as a policeman was very important 
to him. He was filled with ambition for promotion, anxious to 
study law in his spare time to qualify sooner and better. I 
sneered at the study of criminology which I guessed police- 
men undertake. He agreed there was not much in the theory 
of criminal types. He believed above all that a policeman 
needed to watch human behaviour, and that in action, in the 
course of detection and talking to prisoners about their asso- 
ciates in crime, he came to know them. He sometimes saw his 
victims in jail and he prided himself that none of them 


nursed a grievance against him; he treated them fairly and 
played the game, and they realized the game was up when he 
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had caught them. That was his version of himself as detec- 
tive. 


It seemed that this would go on for ever. I had read only three 
books in a fortnight and still Viktor came to the little interview 
room and we conducted verbal activity, screened and filtered by 
him and by me, but human contact nevertheless. I was no 
longer so affected by the gloom of the cell; my own state was 
not of despair as much as resignation. I had had worse days than 
these. 

He came on a Saturday morning to press me again to get 
myself out of detention. We talked, but of nothing. He came 
back that afternoon to make the same suggestion. I remarked 
that it was Robyn’s birthday party the following day, Sunday, 
and he said, ‘I know. I wasn’t going to mention it because I 
didn’t want to upset you, but now that you’ve raised it I want to 
tell you that I can get you home for the party. Would you like to 
go? 

Of course not, I said. Fancy being paraded home for a chil- 
dren’s party and then being escorted back to prison. I wouldn’t 
dream of it. 

No, he said, I had misunderstood him. He didn’t mean going 
to the party on parole, but that he would arrange for my com- 
plete release in time for the party — if | made a statement in 
time. He would be going home immediately after leaving 
Marshall Square and would be available any time of Saturday 
night or Sunday morning. If need be he would work through 
the night for me. Everyone at Marshall Square knew his tele- 
phone number and I had only to ask for a telephone call to be 
made to him: he would be instantly at my service. 
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I spent a wretched weekend. I entertained no notion of call- 
ing Viktor to buy a release, but I had an attack of gloom at 
being locked up and especially during the birthday weekend. 
The Sunday dragged interminably. 

The following morning I was still washing in the bucket of 
hot water when the wardress came to tell me that Viktor was 


waiting. 


I was so polite. ‘I kept you waiting? I asked. 
Tve come to take you home,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an order for 


your release.’ 

‘Look here,’ I said. ‘Don’t try that again. You’ve done it to me 
once already, and it’s cruel. I won’t have it done again.’ 

‘Honestly, I have an order for your release. Van der Merwe is 
in the charge office fixing it up. You can get ready to leave.’ 

I burst into tears. I continued to sit in that interview room 
for several hours. I did not believe the release was genuine. 
‘You’re going to rearrest me?’ ‘No.’ ‘Prosecute me?” ‘No.’ 

After all that I was not even prosecuted for possession of the 
illegal magazine. 

I don’t know why I was released. Perhaps they just didn’t 
have enough evidence. Perhaps they had made up their minds 
that I would not talk after all. Perhaps I was approaching 
another cracking point, a cracking not wide open to them, but 
of myself, and they might have seen it coming. Viktor said he 
knew me by then better than I knew myself. 

My release had to be part of a wider tactic for dealing with 
political whites, the errants who would not go into the laager of 
whites against Africans. How deal with us? Some were permit- 
ted to leave the country: this was one way of physically 
removing opposition. If among those locked up there were men 
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who broke under the strain of detention and interrogation, they 
would be used for information by the Security Branch. Those 
who were unbreakable were given long spells of imprisonment — 
eight years, twelve years, twenty years, life. In my case the first 
spell of detention had not given them the information they 
wanted from me, nor the evidence in all its strength that they 
needed to convict me. They could have been releasing me to 
watch me again and catch me in the act. Viktor delivered a 
warning against my trying to evade my bans or make a dash 
over the border by the escape route. ‘If you try that,’ he said, TH 
be there to catch you.’ 


We left Marshall Square eventually and by the time I got home 
it was lunchtime, though Viktor had brought his release order 
early that morning. When they left me in my own house at last 
I was convinced that it was not the end, that they would come 
again. 


Albie Sachs 
AFTERWORD 


Perhaps it is a characteristic of our generation that we want to 
be the most ordinary and normal of people and the most extra- 
ordinary at the same time. Ruth was more extraordinary than 
ordinary, not in her style and personal behaviour, but in her life. 
In her daily routine she was neat, well-organized; she dressed 
carefully and paid considerable attention to interpersonal rela- 
tions, even if her directness made her appear undiplomatic, 
which she was, and insensitive, which she was not. She would 
certainly have rejected the idea that her death by assassination 
made her life interesting, that she should be mythologized and 
turned into a hero because she was a victim of racist terrorism. 

In fact, Ruth was something of a hero to us in her lifetime; 
she made us feel proud to belong to a movement that had per- 
sonalities like her in its ranks. We always wondered what she 
would think of this or that, whether a major new political ini- 
tiative or a new film or novel or a painting or even a dress or 
jacket. She lived vividly, in the front line of ideas and action, 
aware of and accepting the risks that went with such a life. She 
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once described what a pleasure it was talking to ANC leader 
Oliver Tambo, you could see his mind expanding in front of 
you, she said, he was so interested in and open to new ideas. 
Ruth could have been describing herself, with the difference 
that whereas OR, as we called him, could have heard you out 
with infinite patience and courtesy, Ruth would have inter- 
tupted before you were a quarter of the way through, having 
impatiently grasped the theme and already begun to debate it. 

Her quickness was often startling, even disconcerting, to 
others; she would be racing ahead, unaware that she had left 
you behind and then, discovering the gap, irritated by your 
slowness. Soberly insightful into the personalities of others, 
often severely objective and correct because she looked at 
people directly, launching her analytical harpoons without con- 
cern for status and without making the million allowances we 
always made for some because he or she was an old comrade or 
had been to jail or was married to someone we liked, she 
appeared to have virtually no insight into herself, in particular 
into her brilliance. 

Like that of all major personalities, or even of minor ones, 
Ruth’s life cannot be reduced to a set of simple biographical for- 
mulae. Yet there are certain themes that appear to be 
predominant, certain fundamental contradictions which 
underlay the itinerary she followed and explained at least in 
part the impact she invariably made while following her path. 

Ruth was white in an overwhelmingly black movement. 
Even in a movement as mature as the ANC this is not entirely 
unproblematic. Racism might be false consciousness, but it has 
a real existence. We pride ourselves on belonging to a non- 
racial organization dedicated to building a non-racial society, 
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but we carry with us a multitude of complexes, whether of infe- 
riority or superiority, often the more pernicious for being 
unconscious. There are also very real cultural differences, 
related principally to language but also to customs, ways of 
doing things, cuisine, even modes of address and styles of speak- 
ing. Growing up as a critic of apartheid in the rich but sterile 
world of the oppressors in the lush northern suburbs of 
Johannesburg is not the same thing as growing up in the spar- 
tan but vivacious universe of the oppressed in Soweto. How did 
Ruth respond to this contradiction? For her there was nothing 
problematic about being in the struggle against national and 
class domination. South African society was manifestly, even 
grotesquely, oppressive and everyone had to do everything pos- 
sible to replace it with something better. There was never any 
onus on her to justify being in the struggle; on the contrary, the 
onus was on those outside to justify their non-participation. 


What was important was that she was not a white fighting for 


the blacks, but a person fighting for her own right to live in a 
just society, which in the South African context meant destroy- 
ing the whole system of white domination. 

One never sensed that Ruth felt any discomfort or tension at 
being white in a largely black movement. On the surface, she 
might have appeared to be almost a caricature of ‘whitey’: artic- 
ulate, impatient, always pushing the argument to its logical 
conclusion, unhappy with compromise or attempts to reach 
compromise or concessions to culturally based reactionary posi- 
tions. She was physically uneasy about her own participation in 
the singing and dancing at meetings and unable to take part in 
the banter in African languages. Yet this in no way inhibited 
her activity as a thinker, organizer, educator and writer in the 
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movement. She was in constant demand from all sections of 
the organization, nominated for all sorts of committees and 
especially loved for her study classes, where a kindly and sup- 
portive side of her emerged and no one would have regarded 
her as impatient. The fact is that she resolved the contradiction 
of race not by assuming contorted roles, but by placing at the 
disposal of the movement all the accomplishments that her 
privileged upbringing had given her. Comrade Ruth, or Mama 
Ruth as she was known, was a greatly loved personality because 
she was fearless and honest and incisive and because she never 
sought popularity or patronized anybody. Real tears were shed 
at her funeral, and no one bothered to check whether they were 
rolling down white faces or black. 

Ruth was an intellectual of middle-class background in a 
struggle dedicated to the emancipation of the workers. Here too 
she resolved this contradiction, not by trying to wipe out her 
middle-class upbringing or deny her immense intellectual gifts, 


but by feeding into and enriching the struggle with all she had 
to offer. Ruth did not just read books, she tore them apart (the 
phrase was hers). While living in Europe she immersed herself 


in the political, literary, and film culture of the time. She was 
absorbed by Ralph Miliband’s absorption about the state, fasci- 
nated by Pier Paolo Pasolini’s fascination with the law-defying 
bravura of the lumpen. Whatever her milieu, she plunged into 
the reality around her and attacked it with her wit and radical 
vision. In that sense she was a great internationalist, bringing 
into our movement the big and little themes of other move- 
ments and cultures and transmitting to other movements the 
essence and personality of our struggle. Again, it was never a 
question of sacrifice. The constant movement and travel, the 
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risk of imprisonment and assassination, were part and parcel of 
the life she had chosen for herself at an early age. Whether 
growing up in such an atmosphere represented a sacrifice of the 
tights of her children is the theme of the beautifully scripted 
and powerfully made film, A World Apart. That Shawn, her 
daughter, grew up with the courage and intelligence to ask the 
question and write the story is part of the answer. When our 
parents’ generation went off to fight in World War Two no one 
accused them of sacrificing the rights of their children. 

Ruth’s achievements were notable by any standards. She 
wrote many books on a large number of topics — on Namibia, 
on the rise of the military in Africa, on Colonel Gaddafi and 
the politics of oil and a biography of the South African writer, 
feminist and socialist, Olive Schreiner. Socially she was much 
sought after; universities clamoured for her appearance. Perhaps 
most important of all, she was loved and admired in her move- 
ment and respected in progressive circles the world over. Even 
her captors acknowledged her very special qualities. Yet the one 
person perpetually dissatisfied with Ruth was Ruth herself. 

In a spirited and noble tribute written in 1988 for the 
English re-edition of 117 Days, her husband Joe Slovo quotes 
from one of her letters to him: ‘My introspection gets more and 
more involved as I go in for my favourite pastime of undermin- 
ing me and my character and seeing my faults . . . Trouble is I 
would like to prove to myself I can produce something worth- 
while.’ For those of us who knew Ruth’s great creative and 
productive capacity — she tackled many projects and left few of 
them unfinished — for those of us familiar with the wide number 
of activities she had undertaken and fulfilled with aplomb in 
many countries over the years, such self-critical words seem 
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astonishing. Yet they accord with her great vulnerability and 
manifest sense of dissatisfaction. 

A part of the explanation, perhaps the major part, must lie in 
the fact that the one contradiction she never succeeded in 
resolving was that of being a woman in a male-dominated 
world. The South African struggle has for decades had many 
outstanding women figures. For the most part they have been 
orators and organizers of note, often brilliant; sometimes they 
have been writers. Ruth was unusual in that she took men on at 
the level of ideas, as she proved in her years as director of 
research at the Centre for African Studies in Mozambique. In 
this capacity she was able to carry her role of scientist-critic- 
militant to new levels. Under the leadership of the centre’s 
director, Acquino Braganza, and of herself, the centre was for 
some years perhaps unique in the world in that, in a revolu- 
tionary context, it managed both to support and to criticize the 
government. The support took the form of training government 


cadres in political science and research methodology, as well as 


doing research in areas of fundamental concern to the govern- 
ment. The criticism took the form of passing on to the 
government information and ideas relevant to the formulation 
and execution of policy, however inconvenient and in conflict 
with the general line such might have been. Ruth was highly 
regarded in government circles and whenever the opportunity 
arose for her to communicate her views informally she took 
advantage of it. The centre itself became a zone of intense 
intellectual activity, of debate regarded by some as scandalous, 
and a base of extensive, laborious and highly fruitful field 
research. Its productivity in a few short years was enormous. 
Ruth was a critic in a movement that required a high degree 
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of discipline. Whether working in South Africa in what we call 
the ‘legal days,’ or in the underground, or in exile, Ruth was 
always a critical and creative thinker, ready to challenge any 
orthodoxy or established views. Of all the contradictions that 
drove her on, this was the most important, resulting in what 
might be her most notable, and least known, achievement. 
Without being privy to happenings in the innermost depths of 
the movement, but knowing her relationship with the under- 
ground in the period just before and after the capture of Nelson 
Mandela, and knowing the respect in which she was held by 
the leadership, one can say that there is not an important polit- 
ical document of the resistance in South Africa in the three 
decades leading up to her death that did not benefit from her 
rigorous scrutiny. Ruth was not always right, but she invariably 
helped others to be right by forcing them to argue and defend 
their views. In the people’s struggle for justice, nothing was hal- 
lowed except the struggle itself. She hated shoddy and cowardly 
thinking, the repetition of slogans and formula-type analysis. 
She could be demanding, harsh, even unfair, but she was always 
honest and unscheming and open to new approaches. 

The letter bomb that took Ruth’s life destroyed the 
dynamism of the centre for many years. It also deprived us of 
one of our great militants and the world of a major intellectual 
figure. There is no point in imagining how a fallen comrade 
would have reacted to the stirring upsurge of popular revolt in 
South Africa in the years after her death, or to the enormous 
expansion of the movement to isolate apartheid, including the 
application of sanctions by the United States, something we all 
wanted but never expected. Yet hearing Ruth’s voice on tape, or 
watching her play herself in the poetic and lovely film the BBC 
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made of her 117 Days, or even seeing her represented by 
Barbara Hershey in A World Apart, evokes a sense of her pres- 
ence that is immediate and powerful. 

The encounter with her voice or with her written word 
releases in us, sentimentalists and nonsentimentalists alike, not 
only intense poignancy and anger, but also a sense of great pride 
and satisfaction of the kind she never permitted herself to feel 
in her manifold and lasting accomplishments. In the end, it is 
not the security police or the military, it is Ruth that comes 


again. 


(Written for the 1989 reprint of 117 Days, published by 
Monthly Review Press, New York) 


The Ruth First Trust Collection of her papers is currently 
housed in the Institute of Commonwealth Studies at the 
University of London, England. Since 1991 her South African 
alma mater, the University of the Witwatersrand in 


Johannesburg, has periodically held a well-publicised Ruth First 


Memorial Lecture in her honour. For a sampler of her radical 
journalism, there is Don Pinnock’s compilation, Voices of 
Liberation — Volume 2: Ruth First (Pretoria: HSRC, 1997). The 
National English Literary Museum in Grahamstown has con- 
siderable holdings on the critical reception of First’s works. 
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Ruth First departing from Johannesburg into exile with two of her 
daughters, 1964 
(Sunday Times) 


VIRAGO MODERN CLASSICS 


č 


The first Virago Modern Classic, Frost in May by Antonia White, 
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